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Managing Diversity in the Chinese
Organizational Context: The Impact
of Workforce Diversity Management
on Employee Job Performance
Zhiwen Li 1, Marijana Oljaca 1*, Saba Fazal Firdousi 2* and Umair Akram 1

1 School of Management, Jiangsu University, Zhenjiang, China, 2 Lahore School of Economics, Lahore, Pakistan

The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of workforce diversity management

on employee job performance in the Chinese organizational context, considering the

mediating effect of person-job match and employee commitment and the moderating

effect of structural empowerment. Data were collected from 400 telecommunication

sector employees in China. All hypotheses were tested through structural equation

modeling (SEM). The findings of the study illustrated that workforce diversity management

has a positive and significant impact on employee job performance. Furthermore, the

results indicated that person-job match and employee commitment partially mediate the

relationship between workforce diversity management and employee job performance.

Moreover, structural empowerment directly affects employee job performance, whereas

a moderating effect is also found in the relationship between workforce diversity

management and employee job performance. Finally, implications and limitations

are discussed.

Keywords: workforce diversity management, employee job performance, person-job match, employee

commitment, structural empowerment, telecommunication sector, China

INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, workforce diversity has been considered to play an important role in
organizations. Because organizations aim to create positive awareness and working environments
for the hired professional workforce and develop fundamental skills to address job-related
problems (Mor Barak, 2015), many management levels consider that they have a moral duty
to promote equality and likeness in the organization (Mor Barak et al., 2016; Li et al., 2020c).
Workforce diversity management is related to resolving employee job issues associated with
fairness, justice, and equality based on employee age, gender, ethnicity, and education (Ng and
Sears, 2012), as well as other job-related issues such as unsuitable jobs and undesirable job
responsibilities (Joshi and Jackson, 2003; Bassett-Jones, 2005).

Based on broad perspectives, many studies have investigated how workforce diversity
management relates to organizational performance (Bunderson and Sutcliffe, 2002; Prieto
et al., 2009). Some scholars have shown that effective fairness and equality created by
workforce diversity management lead to a high level of employee performance (Casper
et al., 2013; Ju and Li, 2019; Moon and Christensen, 2020). However, others have
reported an insignificant impact of workforce diversity management on firm and employee
performance (Horwitz and Horwitz, 2007; Li et al., 2017). These inconclusive results
indicate the need for further research on the workforce diversity management and job
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performance link. First, elaborating the underlying processes
(i.e., mediators and moderators) of the link is crucial; second,
investigations of its role in different contexts can further
enrich the picture. This empirical study provides solid evidence
of the underlying process by which workforce diversity
management shapes employee job performance in the Chinese
organizational context.

Previous studies suggest that there is a need to explore
intermediary factors between workforce diversity management
and employee job performance. Based on the existing literature,
the link between diversity management and organization
performance, as well as related employee job satisfaction, has
been well-explored, particularly in organizational and behavioral
psychology (Choi and Rainey, 2010). Job satisfaction is associated
with the actual evaluation of work of an employee in an
organization, and firm performance refers to a set of job activities
performed by employees to better the organization (Cooke and
Saini, 2010). Previous studies have noted that person (education)
and job matches led by workforce diversity have become
important issues in the working environment of today (Luu et al.,
2019) because person-job mismatches can negatively influence
employee performance (Maden, 2014). A study conducted in
America using a sample of 200 employees revealed that 29.5%
of employees had experienced discrimination in their workplace
because of irrelevant job assignments, job tasks, and duties as well
as job engagement and an unsuitable working environment (Li
et al., 2017). According to Li et al. (2020c), the person-job match
refers to the correspondence between the employment of an
individual and his and her education and experience. Employees
must be satisfied with their jobs with respect to the effective and
efficient use of abilities in organizations (Choudhary et al., 2017).
Therefore, higher levels of the employee job match indicate
higher levels of work attitude and behavior. Consequently, an
employee job match between job requirements and capabilities
is essential (Delmas and Pekovic, 2018).

The commitment of an employee to an organization is
generally defined as the relative strength of background and
involvement of an individual in a particular organization (Meyer
et al., 2012). Several studies have revealed that employee
organizational commitment is a highly important factor because
it can predict turnover (Teo et al., 2020), employee loyalty
(Chordiya et al., 2017), and employee performance (Jaiswal et al.,
2019). Prior studies have argued that direct involvement from the
top management level in diversity-related functions can signal
the commitment of an organization to diversity (Gilbert et al.,
1999), including diversity as part of the organizational culture
(Baytos, 1992). Diversity management can positively affect the
affective commitment of employees (Ashikali and Groeneveld,
2015). Therefore, organizations must pay attention to workforce
diversity management practices (Madera, 2013).

Structural empowerment refers to the delegation of power
and authority by top management to the lower management
to strengthen the employer-employee relationship, promote job
security, and improve the job performance of an employee
(Lee and Kim, 2020). Structural empowerment provides a work
environment where all employees are held responsible for
their respective job duties, and it gives room for employees

to think out of the box and better apply their respective
innovative and creative minds to accomplish the given
organization goals (Dahinten et al., 2016). Therefore, structural
empowerment might serve as a moderating factor in examining
the relationship between workforce diversity management and
employee job performance.

However, to our knowledge, the mediating effects of both
the person-job match and employee commitment and the
moderating role of structural empowerment are under discussed,
which composes the key research motivation of this study. In
addition, 3-fold alternative motivations follow. First, the study
investigation, particularly in the Chinese organizational context,
is based on the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). After
the BRI, China had to connect with human diversity (unique-
level, surface-level, and deep-level diversity) at many fronts to
achieve its objective of the community of the shared future, and
the main point of contact with BRI countries was through an
effective telecommunication sector, which, unfortunately, based
on our knowledge, was underexplored (Medeiros, 2009; Kerga
and Asefa, 2018; Zongze, 2018).

Second, in the telecommunications sector, customers
represent the general population at large (Chun et al., 2019).
Individuals from diverse backgrounds (e.g., age, gender,
culture, ethnicity) could be potential customers. Therefore,
the telecommunication sector requires a diverse workforce to
effectively communicate, connect, and understand the variety
of customer perspectives (Aceto et al., 2019). The diverse
workforce in the telecommunication sector can capture a wider
customer base. Indeed, it can exploit new market opportunities
and modify the services based on customer needs. We live in
a technological era that aims to strengthen person-to-person
connectivity. Thus, there is a significant research gap to address
individual differences as an asset rather than a liability and
its direct positive effects on productivity. As the world has
progressed in terms of technology adoption, there are advanced
ways to connect, communicate, and create operational work
opportunities for growth that require a strong nexus between the
telecommunications sector and workforce diversity.

Third, the global coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19)
pandemic has triggered major shifts in the global economy
from a physical work environment and interactions to online
virtual workplaces (Kniffin et al., 2021). During the first wave
of COVID-19, the telecommunication sector gained importance
and further strengthened the standing and effectiveness of
the telecommunications sector for economies, irrespective of
whether the economy was developing, emerging, or developed
(Zhang, 2021). Understanding the role of workforce diversity
management would provide the management level of the
telecommunications sector with new insight into organization
performance management.

Moreover, the key research objective of this study is to
explore whether there is a positive relationship between
workforce diversity management and employee job performance.
Furthermore, to examine how employee commitment and a
person job match mediate the relationship between workforce
diversity management and employee job performance. In
addition, how does structural empowerment moderate
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the strengthening relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee job performance?

The above research motivation, objectives, and existing
theoretical foundations and literature provide a justification
to explore the influence of workforce diversity management
on employee job performance (Cho et al., 2017; Shao et al.,
2019; Zhuwao et al., 2019) by further considering factors such
as the person-job match (Mor Barak, 2015; Byza et al., 2019;
Li et al., 2020c), employee commitment (Lau et al., 2017;
Ibidunni et al., 2018), and structural empowerment (Lee and
Kim, 2020; Maan et al., 2020). The proposed theoretical model
and hypotheses are investigated, and the research findings are
illustrated as theoretical andmanagerial implications. Finally, the
discussion and conclusion section presents the research results
and highlights possible future opportunities.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS
DEVELOPMENT

This study is based on the social exchange theory to emphasize
the law of reciprocity that may link employee commitment
factors in the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee performance and resource-based
theory to support the person-job match in the relationship
between workforce diversity management and employee
performance. Based on the social exchange theory, employees
that are provided either monetary or non-monetary rewards,
perks, and fringe benefits by their organizations are generally
more committed to their respective jobs and spend extra effort to
perform well and not leave their jobs (Yu et al., 2018; Zagenczyk
et al., 2020). It further confirms the law of reciprocity (Gouldner,
1960). This study has used the contemporary aspect of resource-
based theory to explain employee-based resources can provide a
competitive advantage to an organization when the person-job
match is relevant to organizational competencies that provide
enabling environment for both employees and organizations
for effective allocation of available resources (Wernerfelt, 1984;
Collins, 2021). Moreover, Kanter’s structural empowerment
theory is used to observe the strengthening role of structural
empowerment in the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee performance (Kanter, 1993).
Kanter’s theory of structural empowerment put forth arguments
on organizational behavior and empowerment. Based on this
theory, empowerment is encouraged in work environments that
offer employees access to resources, information, a platform
to learn and innovate, and opportunity for optimal resource
utilization (Zhang et al., 2018; Arslan Yürümezoglu and
Kocaman, 2019).

Workforce Diversity Management and
Employee Job Performance
Workforce diversity management refers to taking an action
to accomplish a specific task that positively or negatively
influences the environment (Shao et al., 2019). Workforce
diversity management results in low turnover expectations,
high hierarchical responsibility, and high firm performance.

Work-related variety has been associated with providing an
environment for workforce diversity management that fortifies
the performance of both individuals and organizations (Li
et al., 2017, 2020c). According to Park and Liang (2020),
workforce diversity management and performance practices
independently affect authoritative execution. Moreover, they
contend that successful workforce diversity management will
prompt the board for expansion in certain legitimacy-based work
to bring about improvement in hierarchical performance. It
can be inferred that workforce diversity management provides
variety for executives by identifying individuals based on their
aptitude and specialization, which eventually leads to higher
employee performance. Along these lines, workforce diversity
management aims to maintain an ideal workplace environment
by giving the representatives merit-based occupation for the
powerful use of the abilities of representatives to perform
better employment (Zhuwao et al., 2019). Lee and Kim (2020)
examined and uncovered an alternate viewpoint concerning
workforce diversity and employee performance by incorporating
segment credits (age, sexual orientation, nationality, and related
demographics) and examining related characteristics (work,
residency, premium, inclinations, and related information).

Accordingly, it is coherent to expect that workforce diversity
management considers oversees representatives with particular
information, abilities, interests, and inclinations. It will also
guarantee an environment in which segregation will not occur
based on age, sexual orientation, identity, capacities, abilities,
or other identifying information. Past research shows that
labor force variety establishes a positive workplace environment
and improves employee performance (Cho et al., 2017).
A positive work environment creates good representatives
and associations, improving satisfaction and the hierarchical
execution of workers. Past investigations related to the variety
show that workforce diversity management improves the job
performance of representatives and employees (Rizwan et al.,
2016; Moon and Christensen, 2020). Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis.

H1: Workforce diversity management is positively related to
employee job performance.

Workforce Diversity Management,
Person-Job Match, and Employee Job
Performance
Workforce diversity management is viewed as perceiving,
understanding, enduring, regarding, and praising dissimilarities
among people concerning an entire scope of dissimilarities
related to age, class, nationality, sex, physical and scholarly
limit, race, money-related status, sexual orientation, or
religion (Lee and Sabharwal, 2016). Moreover, Yadav and
Katiyar (2017) asserted that qualities, authoritative jobs, and
proficient and social styles might affect the job match of a
person. Gomez and Bernet (2019) clarified that workforce
diversity improves employee performance. It generates higher
incomes and numerous other monetary rewards, for example,
advancement, promotions, increased efficiency, and improved
accuracy. Individual employment coordinates are related to

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 7334299

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Li et al. Diversity Management and Employee Performance

the arrangement between an individual and the working
environment (Huang et al., 2019). Prior studies reported
a positive and significant relationship between a person-
job fit, workplace diversity, and employee job performance
(Li et al., 2020c).

Moreover, previous literature shows that the job match of
a person is typically considered a positive component in the
workplace (Sengers et al., 2020). Previous research has neglected
to consider the importance of a person-job fit and employee
job performance in the workplace as predictors (Mor Barak,
2015; Byza et al., 2019). Furthermore, based on this premise, the
higher the match between a representative and his or her work
regarding position-related information and abilities, the higher
the subsequent degree of execution of workers should be (Choi
and Rainey, 2010). Additionally, representatives whose range of
abilities firmly coordinates their expected set of responsibilities
are considered to have adequate perception and capacities to
fulfill their employment prerequisites and more grounded fitness
for contending with the advancement cycle. According to Sylva
et al. (2019), representatives who accept that they have a great
job fit in the work environment will show a compact ability to
work and accomplish more development practices, which will
ultimately fulfill personnel work execution.

In addition, scholars have found that job match positivity
is related to employee performance and plays a mediating
role in the relationship between workforce diversity and job
performance (Choi and Rainey, 2010; Li et al., 2020c). Moreover,
many individuals do not obtain their desired jobs based on their
academic qualifications or technical skills. Their job performance
does not correspond to desired levels of an organization
(Huang et al., 2019). For instance, holding a management
degree opens a broader spectrum of opportunities. Nevertheless,
during the hiring process, the specialized field of interest is
generally asked to best discern the skills of an individual.
Furthermore, there are many specialties within management,
such as innovation and management, economic systems
and management, environmental management, and financial
management. Therefore, if an individual with entrepreneurial
management expertise is assigned to the financial management
department, he or she might not perform effectively compared
with financial management experts (Bhat and Rainayee, 2019).
Therefore, it is important to understand both for the employee
and the employer the linkage between workforce diversity
and the job match of a person, as it ultimately affects
organizational performance.

Various studies have explained the influence of the job
match of a person, for example, attributes of the work,
work setting, and rewards (Huang et al., 2019). An employee
may go the extra mile to achieve work objectives, despite
mental and physical exertion and spending extra time. Once
the employee reaches this point, the worker will boost the
performance of an organization. Furthermore, this scenario
will result in higher occupation fulfillment, higher employment
execution, and higher hierarchical exhibitions. Person-job
matches consider segregation and disparity, which could
influence the performances of representatives (Wu et al., 2020).
Investigations have had the option to state that the employment

coordinate of an individual is a solid indicator of low
occupation stress, responsibility, inspiration, work fulfillment,
and employment execution (Lee and Kim, 2020; Li et al.,
2020a,b,c). A person-job match is essential for understanding
the aptitudes, information, and capacities of individuals. A better
match encourages a more prominent work disposition and
behavior. It also increases employment fulfillment and employee
job performance. Based on the above discussion, we propose the
following hypotheses:

H2a:Workforce diversity management is positively related to a
person-job match.
H2b: The person-job match is positively related to employee
job performance.

Workforce Diversity Management,
Employee Commitment, and Employee Job
Performance
In prior research, understanding the concept of employee
commitment from the management science and social science
research perspective has spurred various discussions on
heterogeneity in execution results (Ibidunni et al., 2018). As
indicated by a developed exploration, it has been shown that,
in employee commitment, individuals from one of the more
prominent minority groups are apt to leave the association
and experience the hostile effects of higher rates of absenteeism
(Brimhall, 2019). Additionally, unique diversity-related activities,
the dedicated diversity of the board staff and work environment
projects and advantages, for example, adaptable work game
plans, homegrown accomplice benefits, corporate-supported
worker proclivity gatherings, and different projects, are planned
and elevated by associations to help attract and retain a diverse
labor force (Cho et al., 2017).

However, there are differences in workplace diversity and
connection among representatives of employees and how
representatives feel about their work and boss, work/profession
fulfillment, work contribution, hierarchical distinguishing proof,
deals execution, and authoritative adequacy (Zhuwao et al.,
2019). A strong connection between employee commitment and
the workplace has been found by Jyoti et al. (2021), Hasan et al.
(2021), Therasa and Vijayabanu (2016), and Laschinger et al.
(2006), based on employee commitment and person-job match
hypotheses. The level of solace and comfort of employees at an
organization is higher when the variety/diversity of employees
is high instead of low because of the impression of care among
representatives (Meyer et al., 2012). Thus, these insights add to
the attractiveness of an association, as workers decided to stay
faithful to the association with diminished turnover intentions
(Goswami and Goswami, 2018). This viewpoint is upheld
by research that argues that diversity increases fearlessness,
which improves employee performance caused by the sensations
of disappointment and recognizable proof with work and
association of one (Cho et al., 2017). Therefore, it can be inferred
that strengthening workforce diversity management leads to
higher employee commitment, which further improves employee
and organizational performance.
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Similarly, employee commitment is related to employee
job performance or interest in the associations (Lau
et al., 2017). Employee commitment is critical because it
determines whether workers are likely to find employment
elsewhere or improve their performance. Various studies have
emphasized employee commitment. Ramdhani et al. (2017)
discussed attitudinal employee commitment and employee
behavior in an organization. According to this methodology,
employee commitment has three multidimensional measures:
emotional commitment, duration commitment, and regulating
commitment (Meyer et al., 2004). Full employee commitment,
which identifies enthusiastic connections, is typically
connected to a great workplace and associations with different
representatives (Cho et al., 2017). Standardizing responsibility
is identified with commitment: representatives may feel they
owe an association for being given work when they need it
most. Finally, continuation responsibility refers to such terms
of work as employment contracts, the decision to leave the
present place of employment because of expenses or fatigue
(Hofmann and Stokburger-Sauer, 2017).

Employee performance and employee commitment inferable
from hierarchical climate have become a significant migraine
for numerous heads of associations and human resources
directors specifically (Garg, 2017). This issue is generally
inferred from the absence of strength and professional stability
among workers, who are possibly the main assets of an
association. Numerous links have started to cultivate the
obligation of laborers to their work/occupation/profession, to an
association, its qualities and desire, and a solid employment ethic
(Cesário and Chambel, 2017).

Moreover, the workforce focuses on its association and is
glad to be a part of it, trusts in it, has a positive outlook on
the association and serves as a large motivator for it, and plans
to do what is useful for the association (Andrew, 2017). In
this respect, we could list any connection between employee
commitment and employee performance. However, shockingly,
past research proposed that employee commitment is, to a
great extent, disconnected from work performance (Ozcelik and
Barsade, 2018). Employee commitment alludes to the mental
connection of laborers to their working environments (Al Zefeiti
and Mohamad, 2017). Thus, based on the above discussion, we
predicted the following hypotheses:

H3a: Workforce diversity management is positively related to
employee commitment.
H3b: Employee commitment is positively related to employee
job performance.

Mediating Effect of a Job Match and
Employee Commitment of a Person
To the extent that improved labor force diversity influences
the person-job match and show an individual that his or her
skill is appropriately coordinated with work interest (H2a), an
increase in a person job match contributes to an increase in
employee job performance (H2b); thus, there is an indirect
connection between a person-jobmatch, workforce diversity, and
employee job performance.More specifically, workforce diversity

contributes to a job match of a person through its impact on
employee job performance.

In contrast, employee commitment is distinctly identified
with such insightful results specific to employee performance
(Chordiya et al., 2017). More grounded responsibility could
reduce turnover and non-attendance, consequently expanding
the profitability of an organization (Cesário and Chambel, 2017).
In many cases, the connection between employee commitment
and employee job performance is more unstable (Delmas and
Pekovic, 2018). For example, a meta-investigation indicated
that certainty concerning the mean connection between the
number of employee commitments and performance is zero.
Hence, it was concluded that commitment generally has a
minimal direct effect on workforce diversity and performance
in many instances (Goswami and Goswami, 2018). Employee
commitment is a significant determinant of improved work and
integral to comprehension and overseeing authoritative behavior;
however, it would be insightful to know whether it is correct that
they are, to a great extent, irrelevant to one another (Klein et al.,
2014). Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

H2c: The person-job match positively mediates the relationship
between workforce diversity management and employee
job performance.
H3c: Employee commitment positively mediates the relationship
between workforce diversity management and employee
job performance.

Structural Empowerment and Employee
Job Performance
Structural empowerment indicates any organization primarily
delegating authority and obligation to workers in lower places
of the authoritative chain of command (Lee and Kim, 2020).
Structural empowerment is a post administrative hierarchical
activity that creates a work environment where everybody
feels liable for the accomplishments of an organization and
accordingly offers to arrange their activities successfully (Yadav
and Katiyar, 2017). Structural empowerment has been affirmed as
an approach that urges representative participation and improves
the work environment (Dahinten et al., 2016). It also promotes
the self-rule, strength effect, and occupational satisfaction of
workers through upgrading with a higher delegation of power
(Asif et al., 2019). By planning work in a manner that
permits and propels representatives to partake in significant
dynamic cycles, firms can encourage correspondences and
collaborations (i.e., social coordination) even among individuals
with diverse backgrounds.

Hence, we propose emphasizing a striking work setting
that advances social coordination among the diverse labor
force. In any case, primary strengthening features the upsides
of variety and incites representatives to acquire new abilities
and information from individuals with diverse backgrounds.
Conspicuously, labor force diversity is insightful regarding a
wide arrangement of information, skills, and experiences. When
associations underscore the significance of these advantages,
workforce diversity delivers a much more prominent effect (Choi
et al., 2016). Thus, we propose the following:
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H4: Structural empowerment is positively related to employee
job performance.

Moderating Role of Structural
Empowerment
Structural empowerment refers to organization delegation
of power, authority, and responsibility from senior-level
management to lower levels of management (Mintzberg, 1979;
Leach et al., 2003). It is a concept where every worker feels
responsible for either success or failure of the organization;
therefore, it encourages an employee’s self-accountability for
effective work management (Heckscher, 1994). The existing
literature confirms that structural empowerment encourages
employees to actively participate in the respective organization
processes and improves the overall work performance by
designing the work in a manner that promotes employees
to have a deeper understanding and effective communication
among diverse members (Mills and Ungson, 2003; Spreitzer and
Doneson, 2005; Mathieu et al., 2006; Spreitzer, 2008). Structural
empowerment signifies the benefits of workforce diversity, and,
parallelly, it motivates employees to learn new skills and gain
knowledge from diverse affiliates. Moreover, workforce diversity
management has a broad set of benefits: multiple aspects
of knowledge, expertise, and intellectual wisdom. Therefore,
when an organization promotes structural empowerment, it
translates into a strengthening impact on employee performance.
Spreitzer and Doneson (2005) explain that organizations
practicing delegation of power among employees experience
well-motivated, innovative, and effective employee performance.
Thus, structural empowerment encourages better participation,
more involvement in decision-making, and establishes effective
communication with individuals from diverse backgrounds.
Putri and Djastuti (2019) argued that diversity prompts
successful task application and measures; therefore, when
undertakings require the pooling and preparation of various
viewpoints, workers from diverse backgrounds are given the
inspiration and opportunity to impart their respective unique
experiences. Thus, when organizations delegate authority and
responsibility, the representatives who take responsibility for
work are inspired to initiate changes and developments
(Amor et al., 2020).

Therefore, the requirement for advancement incites workers
to incorporate an expansive arrangement of information and
viewpoints by collaborating with and learning from individuals
from diverse backgrounds. First, authoritative structures that
energize strengthening can stifle classification andmisconception
among individuals from various backgrounds (Maan et al.,
2020). Workplaces should open doors for representatives
to partake in undertaking measures and collaborate with
individuals from various social gatherings. These open doors
initiate open representative associations and helpful practices,
which can advance the development of shared objectives,
shared information, and common regard (Lee and Kim, 2020).
Hence, there is an explanation of the notion that structural
empowerment strengthens the positive effect on the relationship
between workforce diversity management and employee job

performance. It is well-explained above and supported by both
empirical and theoretical evidence that workforce diversity
management plays a key role in improving employee job
performance. In a similar vein, if the diverse workforce delegates
more tasks at any level of an organization, it will provide them
with additional boosts and confidence to tackle the tasks. In some
situations, it also enhances the mental well-being of employees,
as it signals the sentiment of appreciation and acknowledgment
(Akinola et al., 2018; Amor et al., 2020; Snowdon et al., 2020).
Thus, a higher level of structural empowerment can serve as
a moderating factor in explaining the relationship between
workforce diversity management and employee job performance.
Therefore, this study put forth structural empowerment as a
moderator variable that is expected to strengthen the relationship
between workforce diversity management and employee job
performance. Based on this notion, we propose the following:

H4a: Structural empowerment positively moderates the
relationship between workforce diversity management and
employee job performance.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data were collected from the telecommunications sector
located in Jiangsu Province, China. The current study was
conducted using a cross-sectional method. This study took
telecommunications sector employees into account to gather
data because research on this sector has been neglected in the
past (Kundu and Mor, 2017; Lee and Kim, 2020; Moon and
Christensen, 2020). However, with the BRI by China, there is
a higher emphasis on better connectivity among cross-border
countries, which requires an efficient telecommunications sector
to achieve the key objectives (Edquist et al., 2018; Paglierani et al.,
2020).

Conceptual Model
In this study, Chinese participants were taken as the research
subject to investigate the relationship among the variables,
including workforce diversity management (WDM), person-job
match (PJM), employee commitment (EC), structural
empowerment (SE), and employee job performance (EJP),
and then examine the mediating role of the mediating effect
of a person-job match and employee commitment and the
moderating role of structural empowerment. According to the
hypotheses proposed above, we created the conceptual model
shown in Figure 1.

Pilot Survey and Instrumental Design
A preliminary questionnaire was formulated based on the
existing established and validated scale. Before conducting the
final survey, we had adjusted and integrated these developed
scales as the final questionnaire of the study. Hence, before
the circulation of the questionnaires, we had randomly selected
45 volunteers from the telecommunications sector of Jiangsu
Province to complete the pretest questionnaire and further
determined its presentation and content validity. Based on pilot
survey feedback and observing the language expression habits
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model. WDM, workforce diversity management; PJM, person job match; EC, employee commitment; SE, structural empowerment; EJP,

employee job performance.

in the Chinese context, we designed the final version of the
questionnaire to improve the relevance and readability of the
survey instrument, which included 26 constructs.

Sampling Technique and Demographic
Information
The population of this study comprised lower-, middle-, and
senior-level workers from the telecommunications sector of
Jiangsu Province, China. The province selection was based on
the fact that Jiangsu Province is considered one of the richest
provinces of China (Wei et al., 2020). Specifically, data for this
study were collected from three telecommunications companies
located in Jiangsu Province, China Telecom, China Mobile, and
China Unicom from September 2019 to June 2020. Prior to the
circulation of the questionnaires, researchers and enumerators
had visited all the respondents to clarify the purpose and
procedures for administering the survey. Data collection started
before the outbreak of COVID-19. A total of 600 voluntary
participants were recruited. The team of the trained researcher
informed the participants that their participation is voluntary
and anonymous. All the data were kept confidential and abided
by scholarly ethical principles. The respondents were instructed
to seal completed questionnaires in envelopes and return them
to the researchers if the participants completed the survey
physically; as China was affected by the COVID-19 outbreak,

from January 2020 to June 2020, the participants submitted
responses electronically through an online questionnaire survey.

There were 600 questionnaires, of which 492 questionnaires
were retained after discarding 92 incomplete or invalid responses.
A total of 400 questionnaires were kept for data analysis,
yielding a 66.67% response rate. Based on the demographic
information, we computed the following statistics. Among the
valid questionnaires, 204 (51%) were completed by males and
196 (49%) by females. The age range was from 18 to 35 years
and above, and the mean and standard deviation of age values
were 1.82–0.890. The highest response rate of 50% of respondents
falls in the age bracket of 18–25 years, followed by the 25–
30 years age bracket that provided 35% responses, and the
remaining 15% were above 30 years and working in executive
positions. Furthermore, the highest education response was an
undergraduate degree, which accounted for 57.3%. In terms of
organization distribution of respondents, 188 (47%) were from
China Unicom, 82 (20.5%) were from China Mobile, and the rest
were from China Telecom.

Measures
We adapted scales, such as workforce diversity management,
person-job match, employee commitment, structural
empowerment, and employee job performance. These
measurement constructs were previously used and verified
by many scholars (Huang et al., 2019; Lee and Kim, 2020). All the
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questionnaire items were measured with a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. Employee
job performance was measured using a four-item scale adapted
from Yousef (2000). The following is a sample item: “How would
you rate the overall quality of work done by your workgroup?”
Cronbach’s alpha for employee job performance was 0.933,
which meets the threshold value of the 0.70 criteria used by
prior researchers (Nunally and Bernstein, 1978; Li et al., 2020b).
Workforce diversity management is defined as the dissemination
of individual characteristics among interrelated associates of an
organization, which has become a widely accepted phenomenon
(Cho et al., 2017; Lee and Kim, 2020). Existing research poses the
components of unique, surface-level, and deep-level diversity to
account for holistic aspects of workforce diversity management.
Furthermore, workforce diversity management was measured
using three scale-adapted items (Choi and Rainey, 2010). The
following is a sample item: “Policies and programs promote
diversity in the workplace.” Cronbach’s alpha for workforce
diversity management was 0.909. Structural empowerment was
assessed using a seven-item scale adapted from Lee and Kim
(2020). The following is a sample item: “I am satisfied with my
task allocation.” Cronbach’s alpha for structural empowerment
was 0.921. The person-job match was evaluated using a three-
item scale developed by Mulki et al. (2006). The following is
a sample item: “There is a good fit between my job and me.”
Cronbach’s alpha for the person-job match was 0.883. Finally,
employee commitment was measured using four items from the
study of Klein et al. (2014). These items are widely used to assess
employee commitment in the context of workforce diversity.
The following is a sample item: “How committed are you to your
target?” Cronbach’s alpha for employee commitment was 0.898.

RESULTS

Data Analysis Technique
To analyze the proposed hypotheses, structural equation
modeling (SEM) was used, which was generated by AMOS
version 24.0. SEM also incorporates measurement error and can
reveal best-suited predictions of interaction influences, such as
mediation (Hair et al., 2016; Li et al., 2020b).

Measurement of Model
Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to assess the
model fitness, and the results are highlighted in Figure 2. The
initial model for this study was modified by considering the
modification indices because of the incomplete model fit. To
predict the goodness-of-fit index of the model, the results
were expressed as follows: Chi-squares = 419.827, DF = 179,
CMIN/DF = 2.345 (should be <5), CFI = 0.952, NFI = 0.919,
GFI = 0.901, AGFI = 0.872, TLI = 0.943, IFI = 0.952, RFI =
0.905, SRMR = 0.041, RMSEA = 0.059, and PCLOSE = 0.113.
The measurement model meets the threshold values suggested by
Hu and Bentler (1999), which shows that the model fit is good.

Reliability and Validity Test
Reliability and validity analyses were assessed using master
validity analysis, and the values are shown in Table 1.

Through Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability, the overall
reliability was assessed. Cronbach’s alpha refers to internal
item consistency and is considered a popular reliability
measurement tool. Moreover, composite reliability is deliberated
to superior alternative reliability compared to the alpha
coefficient. Convergent and discriminant validity assessed overall
model validity. As suggested by Bagozzi and Yi (1988), the
value of the average variance extracted (AVE) should be > 0.50.
Additionally, we followed the criteria of Fornell and Larcker
(1981) to determine discriminant validity. This approach is
generally used to assess discriminant validity. It explains that the
square root and AVE of each construct should be greater than the
correlation values with any other construct.

Common Method Bias
This study performed the one-factor analysis of Harman (1967)
to test for commonmethod bias. This methodology tests whether
variations in the data are accounted for by only one variable. If a
single variable accounts for more than 50% of the data variance,
then there is the challenge of common method bias (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). The rotated factor matrix shows four extracted items
(following the constructs), with the first factor having 37.57% of
the variance explained. Thus, there was no potential problem of
common method bias.

Structural Model
Before testing the results of the hypotheses, we had examined
the adaptability of the structural model using AMOS version
24.0, and Figure 3 shows the results. For the prediction of the
goodness-of-fit index of the model, the results were expressed
as follows: Chi-squares = 52.724, DF = 32, CMIN/DF = 1.648,
CFI = 0.992, NFI = 0.980, GFI = 0.974, AGFI = 0.956, TLI =
0.989, IFI = 0.992, RFI = 0.973, SMRM = 0.031, and RMSEA
= 0.040. To assess the variance of the measures, the structural
model explained 9% of the variance in the person-job match,
4% of the variance explained employee commitment, and 28% of
the variance in employee job performance. As suggested by Chin
(1998), desired R2 valuesmust be>0.1 or zero. Thus, these results
are unsurprising, as most job matches of workers and employee
job performance models in previous studies have only explained
between 10 and 30% of the variance (Choi and Rainey, 2010; Lee
and Kim, 2020; Li et al., 2020b).

Hypothesis Testing
The results of the regression analysis are detailed in Table 2.
To test the hypotheses, we predicted that workforce diversity
management positively influences employee job performance
and found a positive and significant impact of workforce diversity
management on employee job performance (β = 0.247, p =

0.003); thus, H1 was supported. We also predicted that H2a
workforce diversity management positively influences a person-
job match, and the results reveal that workforce diversity
management had a significant impact on the person-job match
(β = 0.223, p= 0.001); hence, H2a was supported.

Moreover, we predicted that a person-job match was
positively related to employee job performance, and the
findings indicate that the person-job match had a significant
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FIGURE 2 | Conformity factor analysis. WDM, workforce diversity management; PJM, person job match; EC, employee commitment; SE, structural empowerment;

EJP, employee job performance.

TABLE 1 | Reliability and validity analysis.

CR AVE MSV MaxR (H) SE EC EJP PJM WDM

SE 0.934 0.671 0.101 0.942 0.819

EC 0.917 0.735 0.170 0.925 0.220*** 0.857

EJP 0.904 0.703 0.170 0.910 0.317*** 0.412*** 0.839

PJM 0.886 0.723 0.083 0.891 0.099* 0.252*** 0.246*** 0.850

WDM 0.814 0.595 0.145 0.826 0.129* 0.190** 0.381*** 0.288*** 0.771

Values in diagonals are square root of AVE; values under diagonals are correlations. CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; MSV, maximum shared variance; SE,

structural empowerment; EJP, employee job performance; WDM, workforce diversity management; PJM, person job match; EC, employee commitment. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.005,

and *p < 0.01.
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FIGURE 3 | Structural model. WDM, workforce diversity management; PJM, person job match; EC, employee commitment; SE, structural empowerment; EJP,

employee job performance.

TABLE 2 | Structural model estimates.

Hypothesis Relationships Standardized estimates S.E. C.R. p-value

H1 WDM→EJP 0.247** 0.059 4.738 0.003

H2a WDM→PJM 0.223** 0.061 4.079 0.001

H2b PJM→EJP 0.159** 0.052 3.035 0.002

H3a WDM→EC 0.298** 0.091 3.287 0.001

H3b EC→EJP 0.243** 0.045 5.441 0.001

H4 SE→EJP 0.302** 0.049 5.871 0.001

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.005, and *p < 0.01. S.E., standard estimates; C.R., composite reliability; SE, structural empowerment; EJP, employee job performance; WDM, workforce diversity

management; PJM, person job match; EC, employee commitment.

effect on employee job performance (β = 0.159, p =

0.002), thereby supporting H2b. Additionally, we predicted
that workforce diversity management was positively related to
employee commitment, and the findings indicate that workforce
diversity management had a significant effect on an employee
commitment (β = 0.298, p = 0.001), so H3a was supported.
Furthermore, we have assumed that employee commitment
positively influences employee job performance. The results
illustrate that employee commitment positively and significantly
impacted employee job performance (β = 0.243, p= 0.001), thus
supporting H3b.

Additionally, we assumed that structural empowerment
positively influenced employee job performance, and the results

illustrate that structural empowerment had a positive and
significant impact on employee job performance (β = 0.302, p
= 0.001). Thus, H4 was also supported.

Mediation Analysis
For the mediation analysis, we hypothesized that person-job
match and employee commitment mediate the relationship
between workforce diversity management and employee job
performance. Mediation analysis was performed using a 95%
confidence interval with 5,000 bootstrapping methods to
identify the lower and upper bounds proposed by Preacher
and Hayes (2008). The results are provided in Table 3. We
estimated the standardized direct effect, standardized indirect
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TABLE 3 | Mediation analysis (Bootstrapping).

Relationships Standardized

indirect effects

Bootstrapping

percentile method

lower and upper

Standardized

direct effects

Standardized

total effects

Results

WDM→PJM→EJP 0.035** 0.006–0.077 0.247** 0.283** Partial mediation

WDM→EC→EJP 0.045** 0.0010–0.098 0.243** 0.288** Partial mediate

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.005, and *p < 0.01. SE, structural empowerment; EJP, employee job performance; WDM, workforce diversity management; PJM, person job match; EC,

employee commitment.

FIGURE 4 | Interaction graph SE*WDM and EJP. WDM, workforce diversity

management; SE, structural empowerment; EJP, employee job performance.

effect, and standardized total effect in the bootstrapping
method. A significant indirect effect specifies the presence
of mediation if p < 0.05, and if the direct effect is
also significant (p < 0.05), it shows partial mediation,
whereas if the direct effect is non-significant (p > 0.05),
it indicates full mediation. The findings show that person-
job match has an indirectly standardized path coefficient (β
= 0.035, p < 0.01) in mediating the relationship between
workforce diversity management and employee job performance.
Moreover, the findings show that employee commitment has
an indirectly standardized path coefficient (β = 0.045, p <

0.01) in mediating the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee job performance. Thus, we can
confirm that the person-job match and employee commitment
partially mediate the relationship between workforce diversity
and employee job performance. Thus, H2c and H3c were
also supported.

Moderating Effect
We have predicted that structural empowerment moderates
the relationship between workforce diversity management and
employee job performance. The results in Figure 4 and Table 4

indicate that structural empowerment had a moderating effect on
the relationship between workforce diversity management and
employee job performance (β = –.130, p = 0.007). Hence, H4a
was supported.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the procedure through which
workforce diversity management affects employee job
performance. The outcome demonstrates that workforce
diversity promotes better work performance, which is in
accordance with change theory, and explains that workforce
diversity management of employees prompts higher employee
performance, which is consistent with earlier examinations
(Choi and Rainey, 2010; Li et al., 2020c). Numerous comparative
investigations shed light on the connection between workforce
diversity and different person-job matches, for example,
worker commitment, representative citizenship behavior,
representative turnover aim, work-life fulfillment, worker
responsibility, work results, work fulfillment, and efficiency.
A portion of the examinations indicates that diversity has
positive and negative effects on different variables, such as
workforce diversity and employee performance (Joshi and
Jackson, 2003). In this investigation, the empirical evidence
obtained from the Chinese telecommunication sector supports
a constructive recommendation of a diverse workforce and
its positive influence on employee performance. Numerous
past investigations established a critical connection between
workforce diversity and employee performance; however, this
examination has been among infrequent investigations to review
the positive effect of employee commitment and the person-
job match in the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee performance.

The mediating roles of the person-job match and employee
commitment on the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee job performance have gained less
attention, especially in the Chinese context. In the contemporary
context, maintaining the association of an employee with
peer employees is a major organizational challenge. Due to
diminishing occupation certainty, employees must switch to
different positions to expand, grow, and diversify at multiple
fronts. Therefore, creating an ideal work environment is not the
only challenge faced at an organizational level (Madera, 2013).
Past investigations have discovered a positive effect of occupation
of an individual on employment fulfillment, responsibility, and
execution and a negative effect on representative turnover
goals (Li et al., 2020c). Bassett-Jones (2005) characterized
workforce diversity on the broader spectrum by examining
segment contrasts through inclinations, capacities, and interests.
A comparative study recommends that a certain variety of
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TABLE 4 | Moderating effects.

Hypothesis Relationships Standardized estimates S.E. C.R. p-value

H4a SE*WDM→EJP −0.130** 0.41 −2.709 0.007

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.005, and *p < 0.01. S.E., standard estimates; C.R., composite reliability; SE, structural empowerment; EJP, employee job performance; WDM, workforce

diversity management.

atmospheres can result in better employee commitment and
employee job performance (Huang et al., 2019).

This empirical analysis shows a significant and positive
mediating role of the person-job match and employee
commitment on the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee job performance. It further verifies
that the person-job match and employee commitment both
relate to the inclinations, aptitudes, capacity, and interest of an
employee; therefore, it acts as a strengthening factor to determine
the relationship between workforce diversity management and
employee job performance.

Currently, workforce diversity management entails managing
position issues for incorporating and improving influential
performance. Thus, the connection between workforce diversity
and employee commitment appears legitimate, greatly affecting
different hierarchical results. The outcomes also demonstrate
the effect of workforce diversity on employee job performance
through strong employee commitment, conflicting with valuable
suggestions. A recent investigation has shown that a job match
of a worker encourages positive employee performance, resulting
in desirable associations, for example, higher employment
fulfillment, lower turnover aim, and higher occupation execution
(Bhat and Rainayee, 2019; Lee and Kim, 2020). Additionally,
numerous investigations highlight the positive impact of
workforce diversity on employee job performance, but the role of
the person-jobmatch is underexplored. Therefore, this studymay
be the primary examination to establish the connection between
workforce diversity management and employee job performance
by considering the person-job match and employee commitment
as the independent mediating effect.

Theoretical Implications
First, prior workforce diversity management studies widely
covered other perspectives of workforce diversity, such as
surface-level diversity. This study, however, identifies the
association between workforce diversity and employee job
satisfaction by considering deep-level diversity management,
which is related to the skills, abilities, and interests of employees
(Li et al., 2020c). Second, departing from recent research results,
such as Luu et al. (2019) and Park and Liang (2020), which
reported a negative relationship between workforce diversity
and employee job satisfaction, the results of the study provide
evidence supporting the positive relationship between them,
particularly in the context of pandemics. Third, a holistic research
framework examining the relationship between workforce
diversity management and employee job performance with the
involvement of the person-job match, employee commitment,
and structural empowerment remains underexplored. The

current research fills the existing gap and extends the literature
by considering the person-job match and employee commitment
as mediators and structural empowerment as a moderator.
Fourth, most prior studies by Cucina et al. (2018), Koellen
(2019), Suharnomo et al. (2017), and Vanderschuere and Birdsall
(2019) examined the relationship between workplace diversity
management and employee job satisfaction in Western cultural
settings (Zhuwao et al., 2019; Lee and Kim, 2020). This study,
however, is based on an investigation in the telecommunications
sector in China, which provides insights into the role of
cultural issues in the relationship between workforce diversity
management and employee job performance.

Practical Implications
Since the advent of human society, science and technology
have made constant efforts toward effective communication to
improve human-to-human interaction. With advancements in
technology, the telecommunications sector has revolutionized
over time. There has been a shift from localization to
globalization, which is grounded in promoting connectivity
with diverse human interactions (unique, surface, and deep-
level). Therefore, the main point to establish the connection
between two parties from anywhere around the globe is centered
on the telecommunications sector. Better establishment of
local and global connections is a key reason for promoting
workforce diversity, especially in the telecommunications sector.
For instance, within China, there are many social and cultural
dialects, so, for any organization, particularly within the
telecommunications sector, to be representative of China as an
entirety, workforce diversity is required to stay competitive and
sustainable. As the world progresses in terms of technology
adoption, new ways to connect, communicate, and create
operational work opportunities for growth require a strong
nexus between the telecommunications sector and workforce
diversity. Therefore, this study provides meaningful implications
for human resources managers for hiring new employees. This
research explains the rationale that if there are people of different
backgrounds working in a particular environment, there is
room for variety, opportunities to interact at diverse levels, and
stepping out of the box. Generally, effective communication is
considered vital for better acquisition or delivery of tasks, ranging
from small-scale to large-scale projects. This study provides
empirical evidence for managers and researchers that there is a
strong nexus among workforce diversity management, structural
empowerment, person-job match, employee commitment, and
employee job performance. Moreover, based on the policy of
reform of China and opening up and the Belt and Road initiative,
there is a need to promote the associations among workforce
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diversity management, structural empowerment, person-job
match, employee commitment, and employee job performance
at the individual, industrial, societal, and government levels to
attain the objective of the community of the shared future.
Besides this, it also provides implications for other sectors, such
as the education sector, the health sector, the manufacturing
sector, and both the public and private sectors. With respect to
globalization and changing work dynamics, it is of importance to
have better workforce diversity management to stay competitive
and have better optimal utilization of limited resources and
expansion of existing business operations.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
DIRECTIONS

The sample size of this study would likely be insufficient
to generalize the results from existing examinations. This
investigation utilized cross-sectional information, so it does not
purport causal understandings. Nonetheless, future exploration
might be benefited by breaking down longitudinal information
to set up their relationship causality. A self-contained source in a
solitary culture setting might provide the best information. Later,
other social settings or studies can replicate this investigation
by including various settings, for example, cross-cultures and
other social settings, which would enrich the findings. Data were
collected from a single type of sector (telecommunications) in
China, which may limit the generalizability of our results. We
cannot predict that various other sectors have a similar outcome
based on these results. For instance, the assembling business is
distinct, so employees may unexpectedly see various executives.
Finally, further research can examine the effect of workforce
diversity on other important factors, such as intergroup struggle,
turnover intentions, and work-life balance, by taking a job
match of a person as a mediator variable. A comparative
study can be attempted from alternate viewpoints, for example,
various nations and various ventures or distinctive work settings.
Additionally, although the study was only conducted in China,
culture and organizational/employee behavior vary significantly
from place to place. To obtain a deeper understanding and new
insights, future studies are encouraged to apply this model in the
Western context with a large sample that encompasses various
ages and places.Moreover, this study has checked themediational
effects individually rather than collectively as they were studied
collectively in the past (Laschinger et al., 2006; Therasa and
Vijayabanu, 2016; Hasan et al., 2021; Jyoti et al., 2021). Person
job match and employee commitment are major influencing
factors to influence the employee job performance. Therefore,
we used both mediators as independent mediators. Looking
into prior literature on human resource management and
organizational behavior, the mediating roles of the person-job
match and employee commitment in the relationship between
diversity management and employee job performance are less
studied. To investigate their respective mediating effect is
the main research motivation of this study. However, there
might be a relationship between the person-job match and
employee commitment, which may result in a sequential

mediating effect in the link between diversity management and
performance, which is a strong recommendation for future
research work.

CONCLUSION

Despite the constraints, this investigation provides significant
insight that contributes to the existing theoretical foundations
and helps managerial professionals through empirical
verifications. The efficiency of a person is fundamental
to ensure organizational competence in a dynamic world.
Therefore, workforce diversity management is an important
topic of exploration, as it primarily aims to promote a healthy
environment in the present organization by considering
workforce diversity as an asset rather than a liability. Previously,
many organizations have suffered due to a lack of workforce
diversity management. The linkage between workforce diversity
management also promotes employee commitment based on
employee job performance, which is a helpful apparatus to
lessen working environment negativism. No study has examined
the immediate impact of workforce diversity management
on employee job performance and the mediating roles of the
person-job match and employee commitment and moderating
effect of structural empowerment holistically. For this study, data
are collected from the telecommunications sector, which holds
significance, as explained above, because the Chinese Belt and
Road Initiative require better network and telecommunications
connectivity across diverse countries, which is the key to ensuring
a shared global future. After data collection, the emerging
econometric technique of structural equation modeling (SEM)
was used to generate empirical evidence. The study findings are
aligned with the theoretical foundations previously established
by eminent scholars, and the empirical evidence also supports
the economic rationale. Thus, this study provides new food of
thought for deeper exploration and comparative analysis across
sectors and regions.
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APPENDIX A

All the items are measured using five-point Likert scales, ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree.

Variable

name

Items 1 2 3 4 5

WDM1 Supervisors in my work unit are committed to a workforce representative of all society

segments (irrespective of gender, age, and education).

WDM2 Policies and programs promote diversity in the workplace.

WDM3 Managers/supervisors/team leaders work well with employees of different backgrounds.

PJM1 My skills and abilities perfectly match my job demands.

PJM2 My personal likes and dislikes match perfectly what my job demands.

PJM3 There is a good fit between my job and me.

SE1 I am satisfied with my workload.

SE2 I am satisfied with my work methods.

SE3 I am satisfied with my work pace.

SE4 I am satisfied with my task allocation.

SE5 I am satisfied with my job rotation.

SE6 I am satisfied with my training activities.

SE7 I am satisfied with my hiring unit members.

EJP1 Overall, how good a job do you feel is being done by your immediate supervisor?

EJP2 How would you rate the overall quality of work done by your workgroup?

EJP3 Considering everything, how satisfied are you with your job?

EJP4 Considering everything, how satisfied are you with your organization?

EC1 How committed are you to your target?

EC2 To what extent do you care about your target?

EC3 How dedicated are you to your target?

EC4 To what extent have you chosen to be committed to your target?

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 17 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 73342923

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-724956 October 7, 2021 Time: 19:49 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 13 October 2021

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.724956

Edited by:
Carlos Francisco De Sousa Reis,

University of Coimbra, Portugal

Reviewed by:
Sheila Keener,

Old Dominion University,
United States

Onintze Lopez De Letona,
University of Deusto, Spain

*Correspondence:
Julia Aubouin-Bonnaventure

juliaaubouin@hotmail.fr

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Organizational Psychology,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 14 June 2021
Accepted: 10 September 2021

Published: 13 October 2021

Citation:
Aubouin-Bonnaventure J,

Fouquereau E, Coillot H, Lahiani FJ
and Chevalier S (2021) Virtuous
Organizational Practices: A New
Construct and a New Inventory.

Front. Psychol. 12:724956.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.724956

Virtuous Organizational Practices: A
New Construct and a New Inventory
Julia Aubouin-Bonnaventure1* , Evelyne Fouquereau1, Hélène Coillot1,
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Research on the identification of organizational practices that promote individual
and organizational performance is now very extensive. However, several studies
have revealed the dark side of these practices on employees’ psychological health.
Consequently, researchers have called on the scientific community to focus on the
well-being of workers and to identify the organizational practices that promote it.
Thus, the aim of the present research was to fill this gap by introducing a new
conceptualization of organizational practices supporting the psychological health of
employees and proposing a new improved measure to assess them. Drawing on the
American Psychological Association’s model of Psychologically healthy workplace, we
first conceptualized the innovative multidimensional construct of virtuous organizational
practices. We then conducted four studies (N = 1,407) to develop and validate the
Virtuous Organizational Practices inventory. Results of exploratory statistical analyses
provide strong evidence of the second-order factor structure of the inventory in different
French samples and of the convergent, predictive and incremental validity of this tool.
Implications for researchers, organizations and practitioners and avenues for future
research are discussed.

Keywords: organizational virtuousness, virtuous organizational practices, virtuous organizational practices
inventory, VOPi, scale, psychological health, well-being

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, research on organizational practices that promote workers’ performance and
commitment has aroused growing interest in the scientific community (Wang et al., 2020). For
example, Murphy et al. (2018) recently carried out a literature review on this subject and identified
a preliminary database of nearly 16,000 publications between 1991 and 2015. This vast field
of scientific research currently includes many constructs (e.g., High-performance work system,
High-involvement work system, High-commitment work system, Human resources practices, and
Strategic human resources management). Because the practices are chosen on empirical rather than
conceptual grounds, researchers have difficulty agreeing on the number and nature of practices
to be considered (Mendelson et al., 2011; Boon et al., 2019). Nevertheless, numerous studies
have shown that these organizational practices are related to improved individual performance,
including task performance and organizational citizenship behavior (e.g., Boon et al., 2011; Zhang
et al., 2018) and to organizational efficiency, including work unit productivity, financial outcomes
(e.g., sales growth, return on invested capital), product/service quality and customer satisfaction,
and also to a decrease in labor costs, absenteeism, voluntary turnover, and hospital mortality rates
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(Combs et al., 2006; West et al., 2006; Guthrie et al., 2009;
Jiang et al., 2012; Raineri, 2017; Saridakis et al., 2017;
Schmidt and Pohler, 2018).

As underlined by some authors, the effects of these
organizational practices on workers’ psychological health are only
a secondary concern (Guest, 2017), the employees’ psychological
health being considered only as a means to optimize their
performance. Moreover, while several studies have shown that
these organizational practices have positive relationships with
some positive outcomes in terms of workers’ health (e.g.,
job satisfaction, affective commitment: Kooij et al., 2010;
Domínguez-Falcón et al., 2016), some authors observe that it is
too early to consider that these necessarily improve well-being
(Zhang et al., 2013). Indeed, some research has revealed the
“dark side” of these organizational practices (Han et al., 2020);
for example, several studies have concluded that they degrade
employees’ working conditions by increasing job demands, such
as heavier workloads and more demands of service quality
(Ramsay et al., 2000; Jensen et al., 2013; Avgoustaki, 2015;
Oppenauer and Van De Voorde, 2016; Wang et al., 2019).
Kroon et al. (2009) found a positive relationship between high-
performance work and burnout, which was fully mediated by job
demands, and Oppenauer and Van De Voorde (2016) observed
that these practices were positively linked to work overload,
which was significantly related to emotional exhaustion. Other
studies have underlined the direct harmful effects of these
organizational practices on workers’ psychological health, such
as an increase in work-life interference, anxiety, perceived stress,
burnout and turnover intentions (Godard, 2001; Wood and de
Menezes, 2011; Jensen et al., 2013; Topcic et al., 2016).

According to some researchers, these results indicate that
organizational practices leading to increased performance are not
necessarily the same as those leading to employees’ psychological
well-being (e.g., Guest, 2017; Loon et al., 2018). Consequently,
they stress the importance of identifying organizational practices
that promote employees’ health. Some work in this direction has
recently emerged (Guest, 2017; Cooper et al., 2019; Huettermann
and Bruch, 2019; Salas-Vallina et al., 2021), but with several
important limitations. First, there is significant conceptual
confusion in this research area, notably between formal and
informal practices, or organizational and managerial practices
(Guest, 2017; Cooper et al., 2019; Salas-Vallina et al., 2021).
Secondly, most studies have examined these practices from the
perspective of senior executives and HR actors (Huettermann
and Bruch, 2019), while it has been clearly demonstrated
that the workers’ perception of organizational practices is the
best predictor of their health, attitudes and behaviors at work
(Edgar and Geare, 2005). Thirdly, while the measured constructs
have been given new names (e.g., wellbeing-oriented human
resource management practices, health-related HRM), the tools
used to assess them are the same as those used to measure
organizational practices propitious to individual performance
(Cooper et al., 2019). In other words, to our knowledge, there
is currently no specific validated scale measuring workers’
perceptions of formal organizational practices that promote
their psychological health. Finally, although there are numerous
studies about organizational practices that promote employees’

well-being, they over-simplify these practices because they do not
measure their combined effect (Kooij et al., 2010; Butts et al.,
2013). Thus, no integrative psychological construct currently
exists in this research domain, and there is a real lack of
accurate measures to improve the understanding of the effects
of organizational practices specifically focused on workers’ well-
being and professional quality of life.

The Present Research
First, this research aimed to develop a new integrative
psychological construct of organizational practices promoting
employees’ psychological well-being. Based on the concept of
organizational virtuousness and the model of Psychologically
healthy workplace developed by the American Psychological
Association (APA), this paper presents the construct of Virtuous
Organizational Practices (VOP). The second aim was to create
and validate a new scale (i.e., Virtuous Organizational Practices
inventory, VOPi) to assess these practices. To this end, we
conducted four studies involving a total of 1,407 French
workers from various sectors (e.g., private, public, and non-profit
organizations). The purpose of the first study was to generate
a pool of items constituting the framework of the VOPi for
subsequent testing. The second and third studies tested the
VOPi’s factor structure through exploratory and confirmatory
factor analyses. In the fourth study, we tested the predictive,
convergent and incremental validity of the VOPi.

Virtuous Organizational Practices
As mentioned above, the first aim of the present study
was to contribute to research on the organizational practices
promoting workers’ well-being by developing a new integrative
conceptual approach, based on the concept of organizational
virtuousness derived from positive psychology and the APA
model of Psychologically healthy workplace. The concept of
organizational virtuousness (Meyer, 2018) emerged from the
field of positive organizational scholarship. Broadly speaking,
virtuousness means “excellence” and refers to the pursuit of
human flourishing (Cameron et al., 2003; Bright et al., 2006).
Bright et al. (2006) made a distinction between virtuousness in
the organization, which refers to “the behavior of individuals
in organizational settings that helps people flourish as human
beings” (p. 252) and virtuousness through organization, which
is the ability of an organization to support virtuous activities
among its members (Cameron et al., 2004; Cameron, 2008;
Spreitzer et al., 2012) through organizational characteristics
such as attributes, structure, systems and processes that
promote the optimal functioning of employees (Cameron et al.,
2003; Cameron and Caza, 2004; Nikandrou and Tsachouridi,
2015; Sison and Ferrero, 2015). In line with this conceptual
framework, the new integrative construct of VOP presented
here is defined as formal organizational practices that focus
on employees’ psychological well-being and optimal health.
VOP differ from commonly defined organizational practices
(e.g., High-performance work system, high-commitment work
system, and Strategic human resources management) because
they prioritize workers’ well-being over their performance goals.
The organizational practices included in this new construct
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were identified through: (1) the APA’s empirical model of
Psychologically healthy workplace, and (2) an in-depth review of
the scientific literature on the organizational practices that are
commonly associated with well-being at work.

The APA’s Psychologically healthy workplace program has
significant international influence. It was initiated in 1999 to
recognize and support organizations fostering the health and
well-being of their employees through practices, programs and
policies that could thus be considered as virtuous practices. This
model highlights five “virtuous” organizational practices:

1. Practices of Participative Decision-Making (PPDM),
also associated with organizational democracy, refer to
“ongoing, broad-based, and institutionalized employee
participation that is not ad hoc or occasional in nature”
(Weber et al., 2020, p. 1009). These practices are numerous
and include decision-making meetings, problem-solving
groups, formal suggestion systems (e.g., suggestion boxes),
referendums, opinion surveys, and worker-supervisor
meetings to determine goals and work methods (Lavelle
et al., 2010; Wilkinson et al., 2010; Marchington, 2015).
Numerous studies have demonstrated that these practices
are positively associated with positive emotions, job
satisfaction, affective commitment and organizational
commitment, and negatively related to negative emotions
(e.g., Witt et al., 2000; Kooij et al., 2010; Mendelson et al.,
2011; Ogbonnaya et al., 2017). They allow employees to
exercise control over their professional environment and
offer an essential resource for escaping from stressful
situations (Probst, 2005). More precisely, PPDM provide
opportunities for workers to gain more information, to
better understand organizational processes, be engaged in
problem-solving and to influence organizational choices
by expressing their thoughts, opinions and ideas and
defending their interests (Bogler and Somech, 2005;
Somech, 2010). Finally, PPDM show employees that
they are valued by their superior and their organization
(Yoerger et al., 2015; Weber et al., 2020).

2. Work-Life Balance Practices (WLBP) refer to
“discretionary and formal organizational policies, services,
and benefits aimed at reducing employees’ work–family
conflict and/or supporting their family roles outside the
workplace” (Masterson et al., 2021, p. 118). The meta-
analysis of 57 studies by Butts et al. (2013) confirmed
that WLBP are positively related to job satisfaction,
affective commitment and intention to stay, and negatively
related to work-family conflict. They enable employees
to choose their working hours (e.g., flextime, compressed
workweek), working time (e.g., part-time) as well as the
work location (e.g., telecommuting; Hill et al., 2008; Bae
and Goodman, 2014). They also provide instrumental
support through financial assistance, child-care services
and elder-care assistance (Bae and Goodman, 2014). They
thus help workers to be more flexible in carrying out their
work in order to meet their professional and personal
requirements (Jahn et al., 2003; Cogin et al., 2017).

3. Health and Safety Practices (HSP) are those that promote
employee health and safety within the organization
(Mearns et al., 2010; Huang et al., 2013; Parker et al.,
2017; Schulz et al., 2017). They differ from the concept of
psychosocial safety climate (PSC) in that they consider the
overall health (i.e., psychological, physical) of employees
and not just their psychological health (Hall et al., 2010).
These practices are related positively with job satisfaction,
work engagement and well-being and negatively with
emotional exhaustion and psychological distress (e.g.,
Grawitch et al., 2007; Nielsen et al., 2011; Gragnano
et al., 2017). Their aim is to create a safe professional
environment and to reduce psychosocial risks, accidents
and injuries in the workplace (Christian et al., 2009;
Dollard and Bakker, 2010; Nahrgang et al., 2011; Dollard
et al., 2012). They show employees that management values
and prioritizes their well-being over performance goals
(Hall et al., 2010). Interestingly, while the APA model
considers “Health and Safety” as a single dimension, several
authors recommend that they should be studied as two
separate constructs (Mearns et al., 2010; Zweber et al., 2016;
Parker et al., 2017).

4. Recognition Practices (RP) are those that give employees
feedback on their work and reward them for their
contribution to the organization and their professional
achievements (Fallon and Rice, 2015). RP are numerous,
and include bonuses, promotion, congratulations, awards,
and improving working conditions (Brun and Dugas,
2005; Fall, 2015). They can be classified according to their
purpose, namely: recognition-relationship (i.e., practices
showing employees that they are valued as individuals),
recognition-reward (i.e., practices recognizing an
outcome), and recognition-accomplishment (i.e., practices
that give the employee a sense of purpose; Roche, 2014).
RP promote the development of self-confidence and
self-esteem (El Akremi et al., 2009; Fallon and Rice, 2015)
and are positively associated with well-being indicators
such as job satisfaction, affective commitment and
intrinsic motivation (e.g., Kooij et al., 2010; Fall, 2015).
They also have negative relationships with job stress,
fatigue, emotional exhaustion, work–life imbalance and
turnover intention (e.g., Grawitch et al., 2007; Boxall
and Macky, 2014). Some authors advocate combining
different types of RP (e.g., feedback on work, monetary
recognition, and social recognition), which has been
shown to have a greater positive effect on behavior (e.g.,
task performance) than each reward practice considered in
isolation (Stajkovic and Luthans, 2003).

5. Practices of Career Management (PCM), also called
“growth and development,” are defined as “programs,
processes, and other forms of assistance provided by
organizations to support and enhance their employees’
career success” (Kong et al., 2011, p. 112). They
include training programs, career counseling, formal
mentoring, internal mobility, outplacement, and pre-
retirement programs (Bagdadli and Gianecchini, 2019).
Numerous studies have demonstrated that PCM are
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positively related to job satisfaction, affective commitment,
well-being and intention to remain (e.g., Armstrong-
Stassen and Ursel, 2009; Rego and Cunha, 2009; Kooij
et al., 2010) and negatively associated with emotional
exhaustion and turnover intention (Grawitch et al., 2007).
Indeed, PCM have substantial value for workers by helping
them develop their knowledge and skills and use them
in new situations (Grawitch et al., 2007), challenging
them, stimulating them to expand their potential, and
supporting their employability (Armstrong-Stassen and
Stassen, 2013). They are also a sign that the organization
values them and is prepared to make long-term investment
in their career (Paré and Tremblay, 2007). Finally, these
practices make it possible to match the employees’ interests,
aspirations, and abilities with organizational opportunities.

Finally, communication is the foundation for all
psychologically healthy workplace practices, by showing workers
that the organization recognizes their existence. Also referred to
as “sharing information,” Communication Practices (CP) are “a
set of practices set up by organizations to disseminate and receive
information” (Tremblay et al., 2000, p. 4). Several studies have
observed that CP have positive relationships with job satisfaction
and affective commitment, and negative relationships with job
stress, fatigue and work–life imbalance (e.g., Kooij et al., 2010;
Mendelson et al., 2011; Boxall and Macky, 2014). Indeed, CP
allow workers to understand what the organization expects of
them regarding their role, goals, and tasks (Tremblay et al.,
2000; van Vuuren et al., 2007). Furthermore, by receiving
the right information at the right time, workers are able to
understand and predict organizational plans and can adapt
their behavior accordingly (Lages et al., 2005). Finally, the
transmission of accurate information promotes the development
of a climate of trust and mutual respect (Sousa-Lima et al., 2013).
Finally, these practices can also be a signal that the organization
cares about the well-being, concerns and opinions of workers
(Zhang and Agarwal, 2009).

In brief, this model focuses on the formal practices that
organizations can implement and optimize in order to promote
their employees’ psychological health. However, it does not
include two other organizational practices that have been
shown to have positive effects on employees’ health, namely,
Organizational Justice Practices (OJP) and Social Dialogue
Practices (SDP).

Many scientists have argued that organizational justice is an
important factor of workers’ health. More precisely, in the early
2000s, procedural and distributive equity (Wilson et al., 2004)
as well as the broader notion of fairness (Kelloway and Day,
2005) were identified as features of “healthy” work environments.
More recently, Guest (2017) added equal opportunities and
fair rewards in his descriptive model of practices promoting
the psychological health of employees. Several meta-analyses
have also reported the beneficial nature of organizational justice
on employees’ well-being, with positive relationships with job
satisfaction, organizational commitment and positive emotions,
and negative relationships with negative emotions, withdrawal
and counterproductive work behavior (Colquitt et al., 2001,

2013). Moreover, no study has shown any deleterious effect
of these practices on the psychological health of employees.
OJP show workers that the organization respects them, cares
about their well-being, supports them and values them (Le
et al., 2018). For this reason, we considered that they should
be included in our new VOP construct. OJP include fair
compensation (e.g., wages, bonuses, and promotions; Adams,
1965), formalization of compensation criteria (e.g., transparent
salary policy, merit pay, communication of criteria for awarding
bonuses; Thibaut and Walker, 1975), equitable transmission of
information (e.g., information meeting; Greenberg, 1993) as well
as fair treatment (e.g., equal opportunity program, program to
prevent discrimination at work; Colquitt, 2001).

Similarly, several empirical studies have provided evidence
that SDP, also called social collective bargaining, joint
consultation or industrial relations climate, are positively
associated with indicators of well-being such as job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and work–life balance (e.g., Deery
and Iverson, 2005; Conway and Monks, 2008; Snape and
Redman, 2012; De Prins et al., 2018). These practices give
workers the opportunity to express themselves and protect their
interests (Deery et al., 2014). They also improve the clarity of
mutual objectives, as well as the working conditions and wages
of workers (Deery et al., 1999). Finally, SDP show that the
organization listens, considers and supports its employees, in
other words, that it promotes organizational trust (Newman et al.,
2018). Moreover, like OJP, no study has shown any deleterious
effect of SDP on the psychological health of employees. For this
reason, Guest (2017) included collective representation in his
descriptive model. De Prins et al. (2018) added that the industrial
relations climate is an essential factor in protecting the health
of employees. Examples of SDP include formal and regular
collective bargaining and consultation with employees whenever
an organizational change affecting them occurs (Guest, 2017; De
Prins et al., 2018).

In sum, the new integrative psychological construct of
VOP has eight dimensions: PPDM, work-life balance, health
and safety, recognition, career management, communication,
organizational justice, and social dialogue.

The Assessment of Virtuous
Organizational Practices
Significant divergences exist among researchers about how to
measure organizational practices. The first concerns the source
of the data. Initial studies focused on organizational practices
from the perspective of HR actors and managers, ignoring
how they were experienced by workers (Liao et al., 2009).
More recently, differences in the perception of organizational
practices in different professional fields (Wang et al., 2020; Beijer
et al., 2021; Van Beurden et al., 2021) and the recognition that
employees’ attitudes and behaviors are largely determined by
their perception of these practices (Edgar and Geare, 2005) have
led to a growing body of research based on employee reports.
For example, Beijer et al. (2021) observed that only 9% of studies
published between 2000 and 2002 used an employee-level rating
vs. 91% using a management-level rating, compared to 37% and
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63%, respectively, between 2015 and 2017. Following this trend,
the VOPi measures the subjective VOP at the employee level.

A second difference concerns objective vs. subjective measures
of organizational practices (Mendelson et al., 2011). In their
literature reviews, Beijer et al. (2021) and Wang et al.
(2020) found that the main difference in the scales evaluating
organizational practices lay in whether they used objective (e.g.,
existence, frequency of use) or subjective (e.g., satisfaction)
measure. According to Spector et al. (2019), these two forms
of evaluation refer, respectively, to factual and perceptual
constructs, the former involving cognitive and quantitative
evaluations based on observable and verifiable elements, while
the latter involve emotional and qualitative evaluations based
on elements requiring a more personal interpretation. However,
workers’ health, attitudes and behaviors can be predicted more
by the availability of practices than their use (Butts et al.,
2013). Moreover, Beijer et al. (2021) observed that objective
evaluation involves practices measured by managers, while
subjective evaluation refers to practices measured by employees.
In line with these studies, VOPi was developed as a subjective
measure of VOP as perceived by employees.

A final difference concerns the relations between different
organizational practices, their combined effect on the attitudes,
behaviors and health status of employees, and consequently
the statistical approach adopted in their operational modeling.
Initially, the effects of these practices were considered as
independent, but there is now broad agreement that they have
a synergistic effect (Delery, 1998; Chadwick, 2010; Boon et al.,
2019). In other words, the effects of organizational practices
are mutually reinforcing, their combined effects being greater
than the sum of their independent effects (Chadwick, 2010).
Consequently, we hypothesize that VOP could be modeled by
a global factor.

VALIDATION STUDIES

Study 1: Initial Development of Virtuous
Organizational Practices Inventory
The aim of study 1 was to generate a preliminary pool of
items. The deductive approach was used to develop an initial
version of VOPi based on relevant theoretical and conceptual
knowledge (Boateng et al., 2018), following an in-depth review of
the literature and tools of the eight sub-dimensions of the VOPi.

For a short and easy-to-use tool, five items were generated
per dimension, except for OJP for which eight items were
created due to its multidimensional nature (Colquitt, 2001).
Moreover, as previously noted, while HSP are considered as a
single dimension in the APA model, many researchers consider
that these two constructs are independent (Mearns et al., 2010;
Zweber et al., 2016; Parker et al., 2017), and we therefore created
five items for each. In total, the scale comprised 48 items;
twenty were directly derived from existing scales (41.67%; e.g.,
“Mon organization favorise la mobilité interne” [My organization
promotes internal mobility]) and 28 were created by a committee
of experts (i.e., The committee of experts included a full professor,
a lecturer, a Ph.D. student and a psychologist, all specialized in

work and organizational psychology; 58.33%; e.g., “Dans mon
organization, les salarié(e)s participent aux prises de décisions liées
aux changements en interne” [In my organization, employees are
involved in making decisions about internal changes]). The items
were then randomized to avoid a contamination effect of the
responses (El Akremi et al., 2018).

To check the clarity of the items, we performed two pre-
tests. The first was carried out with 13 workers from various
professional sectors, and the second with 22 experts in work
psychology. Participants were asked to rate the degree of clarity
of each item on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“The item
is not at all clear”) to 7 (“The item is very clear”). They were
asked to indicate items that were unclear by adding comments.
This allowed us to identify alternative wording for items that had
the lowest levels of clarity. Following their comments, we slightly
reworded 11 items.

Study 2: Exploratory Factor Analysis
The aim of study 2 was to explore the factorial structure and
psychometric qualities of the VOPi.

Method
The Tours-Poitiers Ethics Committee for Research, which is part
of the University of Tours (France), approved this research (CER-
TP n◦ 2019-03-02). Participants were informed of the voluntary,
anonymous and confidential nature of the study and were asked
to give their informed consent. This study was thus conducted
in accordance with the Helsinki Declaration (World Medical
Association, 2013).

Participants
A total of 606 French workers (168 men, 437 women, and 1 non-
respondent) from various sectors of activity participated in this
study; 256 worked in private organizations (42.24%), 234 in non-
profit organizations (38.61%), and 116 in public organizations
(19.14%). Their average age was 36.78 years (SD = 10.86, range
18 to 69), their average job tenure was 6.36 years (SD = 7.19) and
their average organizational tenure was 7.96 years (SD = 8.16).
Among the participants, 503 worked full-time (83.00%), 102
part-time (16.83%) and 1 did not provide this information;
522 participants were in permanent work (86.14%); and 84 in
temporary work (13.86%).

Measure
Participants were instructed to complete the preliminary 48-
item version of the VOPi as follows: “The following items are
about the practices of your organization. Indicate your degree of
agreement with each one.” They responded on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly agree”).

Statistical Analysis and Results
In accordance with the recommendations of Tabachnick and
Fidell (2013), we carried out preliminary analyses, which revealed
no univariate outliers (i.e., |z| > 3.29, p < 0.001). The kurtosis
and skewness coefficients were all acceptable, with values less than
10 for all components (George and Mallery, 2010; Kline, 2016).
The mean score for all items was 3.10 out of 5 (Minimum = 2.20;
Maximum = 3.78).
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We then carried out an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)
using SPSS version 25. To determine the number of factors to
retain, we used the most frequently used criteria, namely the
Kaiser-Guttman criterion (Kaiser, 1960), the scree plot (Cattell,
1966), the proportion of variance explained (Boateng et al., 2018),
and theoretical interpretability (Conway and Huffcutt, 2003). In
addition, because significant and positive relationships have been
found between some VOP (Simard et al., 2005; Edgar and Geare,
2009; Ogbonnaya et al., 2017; Loh et al., 2018), we used oblique
rotation (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). In this way, we identified
an eight-factor solution whose eigenvalues were all greater than 1
and explained 61.90% of the total variance of the 48 items. Items
that showed cross-loading were then removed (Boateng et al.,
2018). Moreover, to make VOPi as parsimonious as possible,
and because researchers are increasingly creating short scales
with an average of three items per dimension (Moneta, 2017;
Haar et al., 2019; Décieux et al., 2020), we retained only the
three items with the highest loadings per dimension. We made
sure that these were representative of the measured constructs
and verified the absence of redundancy in the formulation of
the retained items.

A second EFA was then carried out, again using oblique
rotation. A four-factor solution explaining 58.45% of the total
variance of the 24 items was identified. However, this was not
theoretically interpretable. We therefore performed a final EFA,
fixing the theoretically expected number of factors (i.e., eight).
Using the criteria described above, we retained a final eight-
factor solution explaining 72.45% of the total variance with 24
items. In accordance with the recommendations of Tabachnick
and Fidell (2013) and Boateng et al. (2018), no item had
saturations less than 0.32 (Table 1). The internal consistency
of each factor was satisfactory (Nunnally, 1978) with values
ranging from 0.72 to 0.84 (Table 1). These eight factors also
represented a factorial solution that was easily interpretable.
An examination of the interpretability of the factors showed
that the first factor corresponded to the PPDM dimension,
the second to WLBP, the third to HSP, the fourth to RP, the
fifth to PCM, the sixth to CP, the seventh to OJP, and the
eighth to SDP (VOPi can be provided by the first author on
request). Descriptive statistics of the 24 items are presented
in Table 1.

Inter-item correlations are presented in Table 2 and inter-
factor correlations in Table 3.

Study 3: Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The purpose of Study 3 was to assess the factorial structure of
the 24-item version of the VOPi identified in Study 2, through
confirmatory factor analysis with a new sample. We compared
alternative models to identify the best representation of the data
(i.e., second-order factor model, single first-order factor, and
eight first-order factors).

Method
The third study was also conducted in accordance with
the Helsinki Declaration (World Medical Association, 2013),
guaranteeing the anonymity, informed consent and absolute
confidentiality of participants. This study was also approved

by the Tours-Poitiers Ethics Committee for Research (CER-TP,
n◦ 2019-03-02).

Participants
The sample consisted of 483 French workers, including 136 men
(28.16%), and 347 women (71.84%). They had an average age
of 39.10 years (SD = 11.58, range 18 to 67). Their average job
tenure was 5.25 years (SD = 6.29) and their average organizational
tenure was 8.00 years (SD = 8.74); 398 worked full-time
(82.40%) and 85 part-time (17.60%), and 382 participants were in
permanent work (79.09%) and 101 in temporary work (20.91%).
Finally, 232 worked in private organizations (48.03%), 130 in
public organizations (26.92%), 119 in non-profit organizations
(24.64%), and 2 did not provide this information.

Measure
Participants completed the 24-item version of the VOPi, with the
same instruction: “The following items are about the practices of
your organization. Indicate your degree of agreement with each
one.” They responded using a five-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly agree”).

Statistical Analysis and Results
No univariate outliers were identified (i.e., |z| > 3.29, p < 0.001;
Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). However, and in accordance
with Tabachnick and Fidell’s recommendations (2013), six
multivariate outliers [i.e., Mahalanobis distance greater than
χ2(8) = 26.12, p < 0.001] were excluded, leaving 477 participants
for analyses. The kurtosis and skewness coefficients were all
adequate with values less than 10 for all components (George
and Mallery, 2010; Kline, 2016). All components were therefore
considered to be normally distributed. The average score for all
items was 3.10 out of 5 (Minimum = 2.37; Maximum = 3.62).
Descriptive statistics for each dimension are presented in Table 4
and correlations between dimensions in Table 5.

Next, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis with
maximum likelihood estimation method using AMOS software
Version 25. We used the following fit indices: chi-square
(Jöreskog, 1967), standardized root mean square residual (SRMR;
Jöreskog and Sörbom, 2001; ≤0.05 good fit and ≤0.10 acceptable
fit), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; Browne
and Cudeck, 1989; ≤0.05 good fit and ≤0.08 acceptable fit),
comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1990; ≥0.90 acceptable fit),
Akaike information criterion (AIC; Akaike, 1987), and χ2/df
(Kline, 2016).

We tested a series of models. The first was a second-
order factor model with eight first-order factors. The results
demonstrated a good fit of the theoretical model to the data
[χ2 = 584.76 (244), p < 0.001; SRMR = 0.04; RMSEA = 0.05;
CFI = 0.95; AIC = 744.76; χ2/df = 2.40] (Figure 1). The second
model included only a single first-order factor; the fit of the
theoretical model to the data was not satisfactory [χ2 = 1255.54
(252), p < 0.001; SRMR = 0.06; RMSEA = 0.09; CFI = 0.84;
AIC = 1399.5; χ2/df = 4.98]. Finally, the third model included
eight first-order factors; results indicated a good fit of the model
to the data [χ2 = 469.52 (224), p < 0.001; SRMR = 0.03;
RMSEA = 0.05; CFI = 0.96; AIC = 669.52; χ2/df = 2.10].
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and factor loadings of the exploratory factor analysis (Study 2).

Items M SD Skewness Kurtosis PPDM WLBP HSP RP PCM CP OJP SDP

Item 1 2.39 1.12 0.50 −0.60 0.82 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.04 0.07 0.01

Item 2 2.40 1.07 0.40 −0.61 0.81 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.04 0.05 0.02 0.02

Item 3 2.57 1.07 0.12 −0.85 0.54 0.03 0.03 0.08 0.04 0.10 0.01 0.13

Item 4 2.88 1.23 −0.05 −1.07 0.06 0.86 0.07 0.02 0.10 0.09 0.02 0.06

Item 5 2.20 1.27 0.72 −0.65 0.03 0.56 0.08 0.04 0.07 0.08 0.09 0.05

Item 6 3.20 1.23 −0.44 −0.89 0.04 0.52 0.03 0.17 0.07 0.04 0.08 0.06

Item 7 3.32 1.01 −0.56 0.08 0.02 0.03 0.49 0.01 0.18 0.06 0.11 0.14

Item 8 3.03 1.08 −0.24 −0.73 0.06 0.06 0.72 0.04 0.05 0.08 0.02 0.04

Item 9 3.17 1.03 −0.34 −0.49 0.08 0.06 0.75 0.04 0.00 0.05 0.03 0.00

Item 10 3.25 1.15 −0.38 −0.71 0.19 0.02 0.12 0.52 0.03 0.16 0.18 0.02

Item 11 3.25 1.06 −0.44 −0.56 0.04 0.07 0.05 0.41 0.06 0.18 0.28 0.06

Item 12 2.98 1.08 −0.26 −0.75 0.04 0.10 0.03 0.52 0.13 0.04 0.05 0.13

Item 13 3.45 1.13 −0.52 −0.50 0.08 0.05 0.16 0.20 0.37 0.05 0.09 0.05

Item 14 3.27 1.06 −0.46 −0.46 0.07 0.02 0.05 0.24 0.49 0.18 0.07 0.00

Item 15 3.35 1,00 −0.42 −0.24 0.02 0.13 0.02 0.05 0.44 0.08 0.04 0.09

Item 16 3.43 1.04 −0.79 −0.01 0.08 0.06 0.07 0.06 0.01 0.58 0.08 0.03

Item 17 3.48 1.01 −0.86 0.17 0.08 0.03 0.08 0.12 0.18 0.58 0.12 0.04

Item 18 3.33 1.08 −0.61 −0.34 0.15 0.12 0.11 0.13 0.18 0.33 0.06 0.09

Item 19 2.95 1.22 −0.04 −1.11 0.18 0.07 0.08 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.65 0.02

Item 20 3.18 0.98 −0.37 −0.27 0.11 0.02 0.09 0.03 0.06 0.01 0.59 0.05

Item 21 3.78 1.14 −0.93 0.15 0.07 0.01 0.05 0.06 0.00 0.11 0.48 0.05

Item 22 3.17 0.91 −0.40 0.19 0.06 0.02 0.08 0.02 0.06 0.07 0.03 0.80

Item 23 3.28 0.97 −0.65 0.06 0.02 0.02 0.27 0.01 0.06 0.09 0.01 0.55

Item 24 3.09 0.94 −0.43 −0.05 0.01 0.03 0.13 0.02 0.09 0.11 0.06 0.60

α 0.84 0.72 0.82 0.81 0.74 0.78 0.74 0.81

PPDM, Practices of Participative Decision-Making; WLBP, Work-Life Balance Practices; HSP, Health and Safety Practices; RP, Recognition Practices; PCM, Practices of
Career Management; CP, Communication Practices; OJP, Organizational Justice Practices; and SDP, Social Dialogue Practices. The bold values correspond to the items
saturations selected for each dimension.

Comparison of the second-order factor model with eight first-
order factors on the one hand and the eight first-order factor
model on the other revealed that the latter fit the data better
than the former [1χ2(20) = 115.24, p < 0.001]. However,
as mentioned above, organizational practices have been shown
to have a synergistic, mutually reinforcing effect, and their
combination has more influence on the health, attitudes and
behaviors of workers than the simple sum of their independent
effects (Boon et al., 2019). For this reason, we retained the
second-order model.

Study 4: Virtuous Organizational
Practices Inventory Convergent,
Predictive and Incremental Validities
The aim of study 4 was to examine the convergent, predictive
and incremental validities of the VOPi with a new sample. PSC
was used to test the convergent validity (i.e., additional predictive
validity over other constructs) of the new scale because it is
conceptually similar to the VOP, defined as “policies, practices
and procedures for the protection of worker psychological
health and safety” (Dollard and Bakker, 2010, p. 579). We
then investigated the predictive validity of VOPi through job
satisfaction and affective commitment. Job satisfaction refers
to “a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from
the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences” (Locke, 1976,

p. 1304), and affective commitment is defined as “employee’s
emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement
in the organization” (Meyer and Allen, 1991, p. 67). Several
meta-analyses have observed positive relationships between
some organizational practices (e.g., internal promotion, training,
rewards, participation, work-life policies, and organizational
justice) and job satisfaction on the one hand and affective
commitment on the other (e.g., Meyer et al., 2002; Kooij et al.,
2010; Butts et al., 2013; Colquitt et al., 2013). The final aim
was to investigate the incremental validity of the VOPi on job
satisfaction and affective commitment beyond the PSC.

Method
As for Studies 2 and 3, this last study was also approved by Tours-
Poitiers Ethics Committee for Research (CER-TP, n◦ 2019-03-02)
and respected the Helsinki Declaration on research involving
human subjects (World Medical Association, 2013).

Participants
The sample comprised 283 participants, with 105 (37.10%) men
and 178 women (62.90%). Ages ranged from 18 to 67 years,
with an average of 33.75 years (SD = 10.69), average job tenure
of 6.31 years (SD = 8.39) and average organizational tenure
of 7.34 years (SD = 10.41); 238 participants worked full-time
(84.10%) and 45 part-time (15.90%), 216 participants were in
permanent work (76.33%), and 67 in temporary work (23.67%);
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TABLE 2 | Inter-item correlations (Study 2).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Item 1 1 0.70 0.58 0.33 0.24 0.31 0.30 0.40 0.41 0.50 0.45 0.41 0.36 0.42 0.26 0.38 0.37 0.43 0.48 0.45 0.28 0.42 0.39 0.39

Item 2 1 0.60 0.38 0.22 0.39 0.33 0.43 0.44 0.46 0.48 0.44 0.42 0.45 0.28 0.44 0.42 0.48 0.45 0.48 0.27 0.40 0.43 0.40

Item 3 1 0.37 0.20 0.30 0.33 0.45 0.42 0.46 0.46 0.44 0.37 0.42 0.27 0.44 0.37 0.45 0.41 0.42 0.30 0.42 0.44 0.43

Item 4 1 0.48 0.53 0.17 0.34 0.31 0.29 0.35 0.32 0.24 0.31 0.27 0.35 0.25 0.37 0.31 0.29 0.18 0.31 0.30 0.30

Item 5 1 0.36 0.21 0.26 0.26 0.24 0.24 0.27 0.19 0.24 0.23 0.18 0.18 0.28 0.22 0.26 0.17 0.18 0.21 0.19

Item 6 1 0.26 0.33 0.36 0.34 0.36 0.40 0.29 0.38 0.28 0.32 0.27 0.38 0.28 0.28 0.22 0.30 0.31 0.34

Item 7 1 0.54 0.54 0.38 0.33 0.40 0.39 0.44 0.36 0.35 0.38 0.39 0.30 0.40 0.35 0.40 0.49 0.41

Item 8 1 0.71 0.45 0.49 0.45 0.47 0.50 0.33 0.47 0.47 0.51 0.37 0.46 0.30 0.42 0.60 0.51

Item 9 1 0.42 0.46 0.45 0.49 0.50 0.35 0.47 0.45 0.50 0.34 0.43 0.30 0.40 0.58 0.48

Item 10 1 0.58 0.60 0.46 0.48 0.26 0.33 0.27 0.37 0.49 0.49 0.34 0.38 0.41 0.37

Item 11 1 0.57 0.45 0.52 0.28 0.46 0.42 0.45 0.50 0.54 0.40 0.41 0.47 0.43

Item 12 1 0.43 0.51 0.34 0.40 0.34 0.52 0.42 0.47 0.32 0.42 0.45 0.42

Item 13 1 0.62 0.37 0.39 0.37 0.46 0.39 0.43 0.33 0.40 0.45 0.38

Item 14 1 0.44 0.48 0.50 0.52 0.43 0.50 0.32 0.40 0.49 0.40

Item 15 1 0.33 0.39 0.36 0.29 0.31 0.20 0.32 0.37 0.28

Item 16 1 0.59 0.52 0.37 0.38 0.35 0.36 0.45 0.42

Item 17 1 0.52 0.34 0.40 0.30 0.32 0.48 0.43

Item 18 1 0.35 0.39 0.36 0.42 0.49 0.44

Item 19 1 0.60 0.43 0.36 0.37 0.36

Item 20 1 0.44 0.41 0.42 0.43

Item 21 1 0.29 0.30 0.30

Item 22 1 0.60 0.58

Item 23 1 0.61

Item 24 1

All correlations are significant at p < 0.01.
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TABLE 3 | Inter-factor correlations (Study 2).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 PPDM 1 0.44 0.52 0.62 0.52 0.58 0.56 0.56

2 WLBP 1 0.41 0.46 0.40 0.43 0.38 0.39

3 HSP 1 0.60 0.61 0.63 0.54 0.56

4 RP 1 0.59 0.56 0.63 0.57

5 PCM 1 0.62 0.51 0.65

6 CP 1 0.53 0.60

7 OJP 1 0.51

8 SDP 1

All correlations are significant at p < 0.01. Note. PPDM, Practices of Participative Decision-Making; WLBP, Work-Life Balance Practices; HSP, Health and Safety
Practices; RP, Recognition Practices; PCM, Practices of Career Management; CP, Communication Practices; OJP, Organizational Justice Practices; and SDP, Social
Dialogue Practices.

TABLE 4 | Descriptive statistics of the eight subdimensions of VOPi (Study 3).

Min Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis α

1 PPDM 1 5 2.52 0.96 0.28 −0.40 0.84

2 WLBP 1 5 2.86 1.04 −0.03 −0.74 0.73

3 HSP 1 5 3.19 0.99 −0.40 −0.42 0.83

4 RP 1 5 3.11 1,00 −0.17 −0.67 0.85

5 PCM 1 5 3.31 0.89 −0.51 −0.13 0.76

6 CP 1 5 3.29 0.90 −0.46 −0.06 0.77

7 OJP 1 5 3.17 0.94 −0.31 −0.45 0.74

8 SDP 1 5 3.02 0.87 −0.26 −0.05 0.82

PPDM, Practices of Participative Decision-Making; WLBP, Work-Life Balance Practices; HSP, Health and Safety Practices; RP, Recognition Practices; PCM, Practices of
Career Management; CP, Communication Practices; OJP, Organizational Justice Practices; and SDP, Social Dialogue Practices.

TABLE 5 | Correlations between dimensions of VOPi (Study 3).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 PPDM 1 0.45 0.55 0.69 0.54 0.61 0.57 0.70

2 WLBP 1 0.47 0.56 0.48 0.43 0.35 0.49

3 HSP 1 0.64 0.65 0.61 0.50 0.67

4 RP 1 0.61 0.64 0.70 0.69

5 PCM 1 0.58 0.53 0.58

6 CP 1 0.62 0.60

7 OJP 1 0.57

8 SDP 1

PPDM, Practices of Participative Decision-Making; WLBP, Work-Life Balance Practices; HSP, Health and Safety Practices; RP, Recognition Practices; PCM, Practices of
Career Management; CP, Communication Practices; OJP, Organizational Justice Practices; and SDP, Social Dialogue Practices.

185 worked in the private sector (65.37%), 84 in the public sector
(29.68%), and 14 in the non-profit sector (4.95%).

Measure
Participants completed the four scales (i.e., VOPi, PSC, job
satisfaction, and affective commitment) using a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 5 (“Strongly agree”).

Virtuous organizational practices were assessed with the 24-
item version of the VOPi. Analyses revealed good internal
consistency for the total inventory (α = 0.94).

Psychosocial safety climate was measured with Hall et al.’s
(2010) composed of 12 items and four sub-dimensions: 3
items for management commitment (e.g., “Senior management

show support for stress prevention through involvement
and commitment”), 3 items for management priority (e.g.,
“Senior management considers employee psychological
health to be as important as productivity”), 3 items
for organizational communication (e.g., “There is good
communication here about psychological safety issues which
affect me”) and 3 items for organizational participation (e.g.,
“Participation and consultation in psychological health and
safety occurs with employees’, unions’ and health and safety
representatives in my workplace”). The alpha for the global scale
was 0.95.

Affective commitment was measured with Meyer et al.’s (1993)
composed of 6 items (e.g., “This organization has a great deal of
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FIGURE 1 | CFA with second-order factor model (Study 3). All correlations are significant at p < 0.01.

personal meaning for me”). The internal consistency of this scale
was acceptable (α = 0.77).

Job satisfaction was measured using the single item of Tavani
et al. (2014; i.e., “Overall, I am satisfied with my work”).

Statistical Analysis and Results
To examine convergent and predictive validity, we performed
bivariate Pearson correlations between VOPi, PSC, affective
commitment, and job satisfaction (Table 6).
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TABLE 6 | Convergent and predictive validity (Study 4).

1 2 3 4

1. VOPi 1 0.78 0.53 0.60

2. PSC 1 0.54 0.57

3. AC 1 0.54

4. JS 1

All correlations are significant at p < 0.001. Note. VOPi, Virtuous Organizational
Practices inventory; PSC, Psychosocial Safety Climate; AC, Affective Commitment;
and JS, Job Satisfaction.

The results for convergent validity demonstrated significantly
positive correlations between VOP and PSC (r = 0.78, p < 0.001).
The results for predictive validity indicated significant and
positive correlations between VOP on the one hand and affective
commitment (r = 0.53, p < 0.001) and job satisfaction (r = 0.60,
p < 0.001) on the other.

Finally, because the VOPi showed a strong, significant, and
positive correlation with PSC (r = 0.78, p < 0.001), we tested
its incremental validity to predict job satisfaction and affective
commitment using hierarchical regression analyses. The control
variables of gender, age and education level were introduced
in step 1. PSC was then introduced in step 2. Finally, VOPi
was introduced in step 3. Analyses revealed that the variance
inflation factors (VIF) were all less than 10, demonstrating the
absence of significant multi-collinearities (Kline, 2016). Results
showed that the VOPi added specific variance beyond PSC to
explain job satisfaction on the one hand (adjusted 1R2 = 0.047,
p < 0.001; Table 7) and affective commitment on the other
(adjusted 1R2 = 0.019, p < 0.01; Table 8). The incremental
validity of the VOPi beyond the PSC is thus clearly demonstrated
for job satisfaction and affective commitment.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

As underlined at the beginning of this paper, studies of
organizational practices that promote workers’ psychological
health have received less attention than those that are thought
to contribute directly to increasing employees’ performance.
Moreover, these studies have only examined isolated effects and
have not used an integrative conceptual framework. To fill this
gap in the scientific literature and develop a more accurate
measure, we therefore took an innovative conceptual approach to
develop and validate a new scale of organizational practices that
foster the psychological health of employees.

More precisely, this paper presents a new multifaceted
construct of VOP, based on the conceptual framework
of organizational virtuousness (Meyer, 2018). As these
organizational practices have been widely demonstrated to
promote well-being (Kooij et al., 2010; Butts et al., 2013; Colquitt
et al., 2013), they can be defined as “virtuous,” that is to say
contributing to the optimal psychological functioning of workers
(Bright et al., 2006). Based on the APA’s descriptive model of a
Psychologically Healthy Workplace, coupled with a review of the
literature on practices related to workers’ psychological health,
we identified eight VOP: (1) participation in decision-making,

(2) work-life balance, (3) health and safety, (4) recognition,
(5) career management, (6) communication, (7) organizational
justice, and (8) social dialogue. The first six practices were
directly derived from the APA model and the last two from the
literature review. The VOP is thus a well-defined integrative
construct of formal organizational practices that focus on
employees’ psychological well-being and optimal health.

The second aim of the present research was to validate a
new scale to assess these perceived VOP. Four studies were
conducted to develop and test the VOPi in samples of French
workers. The goal of Study 1 was to create a pool of 48 items
reflecting the eight sub-dimensions of VOP. In study 2, EFA
identified a 24-item solution corresponding to the theoretically
relevant sub-dimensions of VOP, explaining 72.45% of the total
variance. While some authors recommend studying HSP as two
independent constructs (Mearns et al., 2010; Zweber et al., 2016;
Parker et al., 2017), in the present study, the items assessing
these practices loaded on the same factor, validating the “health
and safety” dimension in the APA model. Study 3 confirmed the
satisfactory psychometric qualities of the VOPi with a second-
order factor model. More precisely, analysis revealed that the
eight first-order factor model fit the data better than the second-
order factor model. However, the latter was consistent with the
concept of synergy frequently mentioned in the research field
of organizational practices (Chadwick, 2010; Boon et al., 2019).
Indeed, the scientific literature shows that the effectiveness of one
practice in an organization depends on other practices (Delery,
1998), and that when they are coherent, they have synergistic
effects (Chadwick, 2010; Boon et al., 2019). In other words, their
combined effects have a greater weight on the attitudes and
behaviors of professionals than the sum of their independent
effects. Due to this synergistic effect, organizational practices are
regularly referred to as a “system” (e.g., High Performance Work
System; High Involvement Work System). As observed by Boon
et al. (2019) in their recent literature review: “Over the past three
decades, a shared consensus has developed that the focus should
be on HR systems rather than individual HR practices because
the effects of HR practices are likely to depend on the other
practices within the system” (p. 2498). We therefore retained the
second-order model, as it illustrates the complex links between
different organizational practices. Finally, Study 4 confirmed the
convergent validity (i.e., with psychological safety climate), the
predictive validity (i.e., job satisfaction, affective commitment)
and incremental validity of the VOPi in relation to the PSC to
predict workers’ job satisfaction and affective commitment. The
predictive and incremental validity of the VOPi demonstrates
that our integrative construct provides a better understanding
of the combined effects of different VOP on employees’ well-
being at work. Moreover, the scrupulous respect of the procedure
for creating and validating this tool overcomes the limitations
observed by Robinson (2018) and Beijer et al. (2021) in their
literature reviews of the development of scales in the field of
human resources. The deliberately short format of the VOPi also
significantly reduces its administration time, despite the number
of dimensions measured, so that it can be easily combined with
other tools in future research and administered several times
without major difficulty.
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TABLE 7 | Incremental validity of VOPi on job satisfaction.

Job satisfaction

1 adjusted R2 1 F p (1 F) β t p VIF

Step 1 0.015 2.479 0.061

Gender −0.135 −2.201 0.029 1.074

Age −0.079 −1.304 0.193 1.044

Education level 0.036 0.586 0.558 1.098

Step 2 0.298 121.978 <0.001

Gender −0.039 −0.752 0.452 1.105

Age −0.012 −0.234 0.815 1.059

Education level 0.039 0.745 0.457 1.098

PSC 0.558 11.044 0.000 1.049

Step 3 0.047 21.373 <0.001

Gender −0.024 −0.485 0.628 1.109

Age 0.000 0.009 0.993 1.062

Education level 0.012 0.241 0.810 1.113

PSC 0.267 3.358 0.001 2.794

VOPi 0.369 4.623 <0.001 2.810

1 adjusted R2, variation of adjusted R Square; 1F, variation of F; p (1F), significance of the variation of F; β, standardized beta coefficient; and VIF, variance inflation factor.

TABLE 8 | Incremental validity of VOPi on affective commitment.

Affective commitment

1 adjusted R2 1 F p (1 F) β t p VIF

Step 1 −0.008 0.293 0.830

Gender −0.047 −0.758 0.449 1.074

Age 0.010 0.170 0.865 1.044

Education level 0.045 0.725 0.469 1.098

Step 2 0.303 121.218 <0.001

Gender 0.050 0.945 0.345 1.105

Age 0.078 1.514 0.131 1.059

Education level 0.048 0.911 0.363 1.098

PSC 0.564 11.010 0.000 1.049

Step 3 0.019 8.762 0.003

Gender 0.059 1.144 0.253 1.109

Age 0.086 1.694 0.091 1.062

Education level 0.030 0.581 0.562 1.113

PSC 0.371 4.501 0.000 2.794

VOPi 0.245 2.960 0.003 2.810

1 adjusted R2, variation of adjusted R Square; 1F, variation of F; p (1F), significance of the variation of F; β, standardized beta coefficient; and VIF, variance inflation factor.

Although the development and psychometric validation of
the VOPi followed a rigorous procedure using several samples
of professionals, certain limitations should be mentioned.
First, the samples for the second, third and fourth studies
were predominantly female. Although findings are inconsistent,
several studies have shown that gender moderates the influence
of organizational practices on certain employee attitudes and
behaviors (Qiao et al., 2009; Andersén and Andersén, 2019;
Shin et al., 2020). Future research should thus test the gender
invariance of VOPi (Fouquereau et al., 2018) in order to
“determine if items used in survey-type instruments mean the
same things to members of different groups” (Cheung and

Rensvold, 2002, p. 233). Secondly, the VOPi was validated in a
French context. However, according to Rabl et al. (2014), cultural
differences could influence the organizational practices used in
different countries. Therefore, it would also be interesting to test
the cultural invariance of our new tool (Zhou et al., 2019). The
validation process could also be extended, notably by conducting
a test-retest measure to verify the consistency of workers’
perceptions of VOP over time (Cohen and Swerdlik, 2017) and
a test of the social desirability of the scale (King and Bruner,
2000). Thirdly, it would be interesting to test the structure of
the VOPi in other samples using bifactor exploratory structural
equation modeling, a statistical approach increasingly used by
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the scientific community (Fadda et al., 2020; Gu et al., 2020)
as it enables the variance explained by a global factor (e.g.,
VOP) to be examined simultaneously with the variance explained
by specific factors (e.g., eight sub-dimensions), which is not
possible with a hierarchical model (Morin et al., 2016). Adopting
such a method based on data collection would support our
innovative conceptualization and operationalization of VOP.
Fourthly, we kept a second-order factor that does not allow
us to understand the effects of different combinations of VOP.
It would be interesting in a future study to use Latent Profile
Analysis to identify various VOP profiles and their more or
less favorable effects on the psychological health of employees.
Finally, while the predictive validity of the VOPi on job
satisfaction and organizational commitment was demonstrated,
it would be interesting to test it on other indicators of well-
being. Indeed, because VOP promote the psychological health
of workers, their relations with flow at work (Gu et al.,
2020), flourishing (Diener et al., 2010), or optimal psychological
functioning (Jaotombo, 2019) could further confirm their
virtuous nature.

Although the validation process should be continued in future
research, we hope that the VOPi will contribute to a better
understanding of organizational practices favorable to the health
of employees, and more broadly to other positive effects. In
line with previous studies that have demonstrated relationships
between employee well-being on the one hand and individual
and organizational performance on the other (Judge et al., 2001;
Ford et al., 2011), our results suggest avenues for future research
from the perspective of mutual gains (Van De Voorde et al.,
2012), whereby employees and employers both benefit from
organizational practices that foster employee well-being, leading
in turn to improved operational and financial performance. In
other words, organizations that implement VOP protect workers’
psychological health, which in turn contributes indirectly to the
organization’s effectiveness.

From an applied perspective, the construct of VOP and its
associated inventory (VOPi) are also interesting and useful for
consultants and managers. First, because VOP are designed at the
strategic level by the employer (Wright and Nishii, 2006) and are
organizational determinants of the work environment (Bakker
and Demerouti, 2007; Hobfoll, 2011), their implementation and
optimization are related to primary prevention (i.e., prevention
of disease before it occurs). However, although authors agree
that primary prevention is significantly more effective than
secondary and tertiary prevention in preserving the health of
professionals (Rouat et al., 2017), they also observe that it is less
common (Hansez et al., 2009). VOP therefore represent a new,
innovative and relevant framework for interventions in the field
of psychological health at work.

Secondly, the VOPi complements the set of tools used by
professionals to diagnose and support work organizations. It is a
short and reliable scale to assess perceived VOP and their effect on
workers’ psychological health and attitudes (i.e., job satisfaction,
affective commitment), going beyond existing tools, such as the
PSC scale (Hall et al., 2010).

Moreover, the multidimensional structure of the VOPi offers
the possibility of using the whole or only some dimensions of

the inventory. It also allows professionals and organizations to
diagnose and compare the use of VOP. It can be used to identify:
(1) the practices to be capitalized on to promote the quality of life
at work of employees because the analyses show that they had
the strongest positive relationships with the employees’ health,
attitudes and positive behaviors, and (2) the practices perceived
as being under-used and requiring optimization. Use of the VOPi
in an organization and identifying the organizational practices
to be optimized would thus make it possible to recommend
actions to be set up for each type of practice. For example, PPDM
could be promoted by scheduling consultation or problem-
solving groups, allowing employees to express their opinions
on specific issues and thus contribute to collective decisions.
WLBP could be optimized by giving employees opportunities
to organize their work flexibly in order to meet the demands of
their different life roles (e.g., flexible hours, part-time work, and
telecommuting), or giving them tangible support (e.g., financial
assistance and child-care facilities). Finally, VOPi could also be
used to compare departments within the same organization,
organizations in the same group, or groups in the same sector, in
order to identify professional environments where VOP should
be optimized as a priority.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we hope that the new meta-construct of VOP
will contribute to the conceptual clarification of organizational
practices favorable to the psychological health of employees and
to stimulating research in this field by providing a new statistically
valid inventory (VOPi) filling a gap in the literature and in the
promotion of psychological health at work.
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Negative feedback plays an important role in employee performance improvement, yet
little research has specifically examined the motivational factor that drives employees
to seek negative feedback. Drawing from the regulatory mode theory, we propose
that assessment orientation could increase negative feedback-seeking by triggering
individual self-criticism and participative leadership could enhance this effect. Results
from a two-wave lagged survey study obtained from 216 Chinese employees suggested
that assessment orientation is positively correlated with negative feedback-seeking
via the mediating role of self-criticism. Moreover, the positive effect of assessment
orientation on self-criticism and the positive indirect effect of assessment orientation
on negative feedback-seeking via self-criticism are both stronger when participative
leadership is higher. These results enrich the literature on feedback-seeking and
regulatory mode and are useful for increasing employee negative feedback-seeking
behavior in the organization.

Keywords: negative feedback-seeking, assessment orientation, self-criticism, participative leadership,
regulatory mode theory

INTRODUCTION

As organizations are faced with a dynamic and uncertain environment, specifically resulting from
the outbreak and continuous spread of Coronavirus disease 2019, it is of vital importance to
encourage employees’ proactive behavior. Feedback seeking is a kind of proactive behavior that
has been recommended to improve employees’ job performance (Ashford, 1986; Ashford and Tsui,
1991; Lam et al., 2017; Ashford et al., 2018). Ashford and Tsui (1991) point that the feedback
information that employees seek can be negative or positive according to its nature. Negative
feedback-seeking refers to “employee’s report of his or her information seeking regarding areas
that he or she underperforms” (Gong et al., 2017, p. 1235). Negative feedback has the functions of
diagnosis and development (Ashford and Tsui, 1991; Moss et al., 2003), which can help employees
understand their inadequacies in organizational tasks and adjust their works accordingly (Ashford
et al., 2003). Existing studies have shown that negative feedback can increase job performance,
leader effectiveness, and recipient creativity (Gong et al., 2017; Chun et al., 2018; Kim and Kim,
2020). Gong et al. (2017) also called for research about employee feedback-seeking pay more
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attention to the nature of feedback (negative or positive), which
help us to understand feedback-seeking behavior more clearly
and reduce the blurs of research results of the relationship
between feedback-seeking and its related factors.

However, literature that paid attention to negative feedback-
seeking is very small. Existing research on feedback-seeking
has exclusively focused on frequency, approach, and source
of feedback-seeking (e.g., Ashford et al., 2003, 2016; Anseel
et al., 2015). Moreover, although a few exceptions explored
the antecedents of negative feedback-seeking from a relational
perspective, such as high-quality leader–member (Chen et al.,
2007; Chun et al., 2018), it is still unclear whether motivational-
related factors spark employees to seek negative feedback.
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore whether, why,
and when assessment orientation, a motivational factor from the
perspective of individual self-regulation, influences employees’
negative feedback-seeking behavior.

Feedback-seeking in nature is an individual’s self-regulation
process that involves evaluating themselves based on others’
information (Anseel et al., 2007; Ashford et al., 2016).
Accordingly, regulatory mode theory, describing individual
preference to adopt evaluation strategy in the process of
regulation (Kruglanski et al., 2000, 2009), may offer an
explanatory perspective for the motivational factors of employees
seeking negative feedback. Regulatory mode theory argues that
individuals have two orthogonal motivations in which they
carry out the self-regulatory process: assessment orientation and
locomotion orientation (Kruglanski et al., 2000; Higgins et al.,
2003). Whereas locomotion orientation relates to movement
between states, assessment orientation reflects the comparative
function of self-regulation, that is, individuals evaluate the
current situation by comparing alternatives to judge their
relative quality, pursuing the truth and “the right thing to
do” (Kruglanski et al., 2000; Higgins et al., 2003). Driven
by assessment orientation, individuals will make behaviors
conducive to evaluation and “to do the right thing” (Kruglanski
et al., 2000, 2013; Scholl et al., 2021), for example, employees
seek negative feedback about their adverse performance in the
organization. Thus, we expect that assessment orientation acts as
a positive predictor of negative feedback-seeking.

The present study examines how employees’ assessment
orientation impacts negative feedback-seeking. Based on
regulatory mode theory, we proposed that assessment
orientation, emphasizing critical evaluation and comparison,
increases employees’ negative feedback-seeking behavior
because assessment orientation can trigger high levels of self-
criticism. Furthermore, drawing from regulatory fit theory which
emphasizing the fit between individual regulatory orientation
and the manner to pursue a goal exerts a positive effect on the
individual behavior, we proposed that participative leadership
moderates the relationship between assessment orientation
and its outcome. High levels of participative leadership
provide a supportive environment that prompts employees to
translate their motivation into related psychological activity and
behaviors, making employees with the same level of assessment
orientation undergo stronger self-criticism and thus seeking
more negative feedback.

This study makes contributions to the existing theory
in the following areas. First, the present study extends the
feedback-seeking literature by shifting the focus from the
frequency, source, and extent of feedback-seeking to its
nature. Specially, we explore how negative feedback-seeking
occurs, identifying and examining assessment orientation as
a motivational factor for negative feedback-seeking. Second,
we reveal the underlying psychological mechanism about why
assessment orientation motivates employees to seek negative
feedback. Assessment orientation would spark employees’ self-
criticism, which stimulates employees to solicit more negative
feedback accordingly. Third, the findings identify participative
leadership as the boundary condition, providing a more nuanced
picture of how assessment orientation relates to employee
negative feedback-seeking. Fourth, we advance regulatory mode
theory by bridging it with feedback-seeking research for the
first time. We provide empirical supports for the application
of regulatory mode theory in the aspect of human resource
management and add to the outcomes of assessment orientation.
Figure 1 depicts our overall research model.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Assessment Orientation and Negative
Feedback-Seeking
Regulatory mode theory proposes that individuals have two
independent regulatory modes in the process of achieving
goals: assessment orientation and locomotion orientation
(Kruglanski et al., 2000; Higgins et al., 2003). Assessment
orientation is responsible for evaluation and comparison in the
process of individual self-regulation (Carver and Scheier, 1990;
Kruglanski et al., 2000). Regulatory mode theory also describes
sociopsychological characteristics of assessment orientation.
In terms of self-evaluation, assessors generally concentrate
on repeatedly evaluating their actual selves by comparing
themselves with other standards (e.g., expected self, colleagues in
the same working group) (Higgins, 1987; Kruglanski et al., 2000).
Furthermore, people with high assessment orientation emphasize
the gap between the actual self and the desired self (Duval and
Wicklund, 1972; Higgins, 1987). As a result, individuals with
strong assessment orientation will experience obvious negative
affect and lower self-esteem (Kruglanski et al., 2000, 2009; Pierro
et al., 2018).

FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized model.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 70926142

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-709261 October 13, 2021 Time: 16:6 # 3

Liu et al. Reasons for Seeking Negative Feedback

Although most of the current literature on assessment
orientation and locomotion orientation has been concentrated in
the field of social psychology (e.g., Pierro et al., 2011; Mathmann
et al., 2017; Webb et al., 2017), an accumulating body of studies
begins to apply it the organizational context (Kruglanski et al.,
2007b; Chernikova et al., 2016; Lo Destro et al., 2016). However,
the potential impact of regulatory mode on employees’ negative
feedback-seeking has not yet been examined.

Based on regulatory mode theory, the present study posits
that employees with a high score in assessment orientation
tend to seek negative feedback for two reasons. First, because
assessment orientation entails attempting to make the right
choices through evaluation and comparison (Kruglanski et al.,
2000; Higgins et al., 2003), assessors aim to correct inadequacies
and demonstrate acceptable behavior in terms of role fulfillment
and work performance. For example, individuals with assessment
orientation were found to better detect the divergence between
the self and the social norm when participating in gym classes
(Kruglanski et al., 2009).

In an organization, the most common and effective way
for employees to understand what they do not do well is to
seek negative feedback from leaders and colleagues (Ashford
and Cummings, 1985). Seeking negative feedback presents more
attractive value for employees who want to improve their
performance (Moss et al., 2003). The instrumental perspective in
the feedback research argues that feedback is a great resource for
employees to improve their work (Ashford and Cummings, 1983;
VandeWalle et al., 2000; Ashford et al., 2003; Sung and Choi,
2021), and thus they are willing to take the initiative to receive
feedback. Because employees high in assessment orientation aim
to correct poor performance, these individuals should solicit
more information about their inadequacies in the organization
than individuals low in assessment orientation.

Second, employees with assessment orientation tend to
compare themselves to high standards such as their expected self,
the organizational requirements of employees, and colleagues
who perform well, and take notice of the gap between
the actual self and the ideal self (Higgins, 1987; Kruglanski
et al., 2000). Consequently, individuals with high assessment
orientation are more cognizant of what they did not do well.
Furthermore, because they evaluate themselves repeatedly and
compare themselves to their desired selves, individuals with high
assessment orientation exhibit a negative self-view (Kruglanski
et al., 2000, 2009). Existing empirical research has demonstrated
that people high in assessment scores have stronger social
anxiety and depression, and have lower levels of self-esteem and
optimism (Kruglanski et al., 2009; Komissarouk et al., 2019; Santo
et al., 2021). The principle of self-verification argues that people
have a stable self-view and will strive to maintain their self-view
to hold their sense of coherence. Swann et al. (1992) indicated
that to verify themselves, people with negative self-views are more
inclined to solicit unfavorable information about themselves,
even if the negative information they receive will make them
feel unpleasant. Therefore, we believe that employees high in
assessment orientation will seek more negative information about
themselves to verify their negative self-view, in addition to
seeking to improve their performance based on evaluation and

comparison. Pettit and Joiner (2001) also support this conclusion,
suggesting that individuals experiencing a decline of self-esteem
take the initiative to get unfavorable comments relating to their
ability in social domains. In summary, we hypothesized the
following:

Hypothesis 1: Assessment orientation will be positively
associated with negative feedback-seeking.

The Mediating Role of Self-Criticism
The present study also posits that self-criticism mediates
the relationship between assessment orientation and negative
feedback-seeking. Self-criticism refers to “the sensitivity to
negative self-relevant information about where one has fallen
short or failed to meet the standard of excellence shared in a
given social unit” (Kitayama et al., 1997, p. 1246). It describes
the personality characteristics that excessive concerns about
autonomous achievement (Blatt et al., 1976; Blatt and Zuroff,
1992; Robins et al., 1994) and is influenced by higher-order
personality traits, such as regulatory mode, reflecting the level of
self-regulatory systems within a general personality architecture
(Kruglanski et al., 2009, p. 398). Individuals high in self-criticism
are acutely aware of behaviors that do not meet their own or
others’ standards and tend to have a negative cognitive evaluation
of themselves (Blatt and Zuroff, 1992; Blatt, 2004; Krieger et al.,
2019; Löw et al., 2020).

According to regulatory mode theory, employees who have
high scores in assessment orientation focus on critically
evaluating themselves and are sensitive to their shortcomings,
employees with high assessment orientation tend to be more
critical of themselves than those low in assessment orientation
(Kruglanski et al., 2000). Consistent with this view, self-
assessment is considered a reflexive psychological behavior that
can enhance individuals’ psychological tendency to criticize
themselves, contributing to achieving desired goals (Lueke and
Skeel, 2017). Moreover, Komissarouk et al. (2019) found that
people with high assessment orientation and who aspire to
do what is right exhibit high levels of self-criticism and low
levels of self-esteem.

Self-verification literature contends that individual has a very
powerful motivation to confirm their evaluation and cognition
about themselves and they tend to seek evidence to prove rather
than disprove their view (Swann and Read, 1981; Swann, 2011).
An important way that people confirm their self-view is to seek
social feedback from others, and feedback would be viewed as
more valuable and compelling when it is consistent with their
views (Swann and Read, 1981; Swann et al., 2003). Therefore,
people with strong self-criticism are more likely to have a negative
self-view, which motivates them to seek negative information
about themselves from their leaders and colleagues to confirm
their self-view. Prior studies provide indirect support for these
propositions. Valentiner et al. (2011) suggest that university
students with low social self-esteem have a higher preference
for negative feedback than those students with high social self-
esteem.

Furthermore, individuals high on self-criticism have a strong
need for achievement and are devoted to constantly scrutinizing
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themselves (Mongrain and Zuroff, 1995). An achievement
orientation that self-criticism inspires makes individuals focus on
their faults. They are especially sensitive to the things they do not
do well (Shahar et al., 2003). Lueke and Skeel (2017) reported that
for people with a high level of self-criticism, feedback on a failure
task caused an improvement of the following performance,
and feedback on a success task resulted in a worsening of the
following performance. A possible reason for this is that negative
feedback meets these individuals’ needs for achievement and self-
improvement. Likewise, Gong et al. (2017) demonstrated that
employees who focus on criticizing their shortcomings seek more
negative information from others because of the value of negative
feedback in improving performance. Thus, the higher the level of
self-criticism is, the more people prefer negative feedback about
their performance.

Consistent with the above discussion, we expected that
employees with an assessment orientation would tend to have a
high level of self-criticism, which would directly encourage them
to seek more negative feedback. Accordingly, we propose the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Self-criticism will mediate the positive
relationship between assessment orientation and negative
feedback-seeking.

The Moderating Role of Participative
Leadership
The regulatory fit theory contends that the fit between
individuals’ regulatory orientation and the manner of goal
pursuit makes individuals feel right about what they are doing
and enhances their goal commitment behaviors (Higgins, 2005;
Avnet and Higgins, 2006; Cesario et al., 2008). For example,
Shin et al. (2017) found that when the employees’ regulatory
focus, a motivational orientation, fits with that of their leaders’
regulatory focus, they maintain greater levels of organizational
citizenship behavior.

In the context of organizational work, leaders are responsible
for the performance evaluation of their subordinates and
can determine how subordinates achieve their work goals to
some extent (Morgeson et al., 2010; Hernandez et al., 2011;
Beenen et al., 2017). When the leader encourages employees to
achieve work goals in a way that matches employees’ regulatory
orientation, the regulatory fit will achieve for employees. And
thus, they will be satisfied with what they are doing, feel it is right,
and enhance the strength of engagement in the goal-pursing
activity. For example, Benjamin and Flynn (2006) showed that
because the subordinates’ locomotion orientation fits with the
leader’s transformational leadership style, the effectiveness of
transformational leadership is highly evaluated by subordinates.

In Hypothesis 2, we figured that the individuals with strong
assessment orientation are inclined to hold high self-criticism,
leading them to seek more negative feedback about their
work. According to the above discussion on regulatory fit
theory and leadership, we believe leadership will moderate the
relationship between assessment orientation and self-criticism,
and the leadership that fits employees’ assessment orientation will
enhance the effect of assessment orientation on self-criticism.

Participative leadership refers to leaders sharing the
responsibility of solving problems and equalizing their
power with subordinates by consulting with them to make
decisions jointly (House, 1996; Sauer, 2011; Newman et al.,
2016). A participative leader encourages subordinates to actively
participate in problem-solving and gives subordinates extra
attention and support, instead of giving them direct instructions
about how to accomplish a task (Kahai et al., 2004; Lam
et al., 2015; Buengeler et al., 2016; Lythreatis et al., 2019). In
terms of employee performance evaluation, a participative
leader will encourage employees to actively evaluate their work
performance and fully discuss their performance with employees
(Huang et al., 2010). According to regulatory mode theory,
people with assessment orientation tend to critically evaluate
entities or states included in goal-directed action (Kruglanski
et al., 2000; Higgins et al., 2003). Thus, employees high in
assessment orientation prefer participative leadership which
allows employees to fully evaluate themselves, and provides
support and discretion for employees.

According to regulatory fit theory, when participative
leadership is high, employees with assessment orientation will
achieve regulatory fit. The regulatory fit makes employees feel
right about critically evaluating themselves and increased the
strength to criticize themselves. That is, for employees with the
same level of assessment orientation, a high (vs. low) participative
leader provides a supportive environment, prompting them
to translate their motivation of assessment orientation into
stronger psychological activities of self-criticism. Therefore,
when participative leadership is high, the relationship between
assessment orientation and self-criticism will be enhanced.

On the contrary, when participative leadership is low, the
leader can’t present s a favorable atmosphere for employees
to fully evaluate themselves, which inhibits employees from
translating their motivation of assessment orientation into the
psychological activity of self-criticism. That is, when participative
leadership is low, the relationship between assessment orientation
and self-criticism will be weakened. The study by Kruglanski
et al. (2007a) provides support for this by demonstrating
that assessment orientation and participative leadership display
significant interaction in predicting employees’ job satisfaction.
Specifically, employees with assessment orientation have higher
job satisfaction when their supervisors adopt the high (vs. low)
participative leadership style because participative leaders allow
assessors to evaluate themselves in the course of their work.

Hypothesis 3: Participative leadership will moderate the
relationship between assessment orientation and self-
criticism. This relationship will be stronger when participative
leadership is high compared to when it is low.

As described by the moderating effect of participative
leadership in hypothesis 3, when the level of participative
leadership is high (vs. low), assessment orientation triggers
employees’ stronger self-criticism. And, as described by the
mediating effect of self-criticism in hypothesis 2, assessment
orientation has an indirect effect on negative feedback-seeking
via the role of self-criticism. That is, assessment orientation
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has a positive effect on self-criticism, and self-criticism has a
positive effect on negative feedback-seeking. Therefore, when
the level of participative leadership is high (vs. low), assessment
orientation can lead to stronger self-criticism, which in turn
drives employees to engage in more negative feedback-seeking
behaviors. In other words, when led by the high (vs. low)
participative leader, employees with the same level of assessment
orientation seek more negative feedback by stronger self-
criticism. The mediating role of self-criticism on the relationship
between assessment orientation and negative feedback-seeking
is enhanced by participative leadership. When the level of
participative leadership is high, the mediating effect of self-
criticism will be stronger. We build our hypothesis 4:

Hypothesis 4: Participative leadership will moderate the
mediated relationship between assessment orientation and
negative feedback-seeking through self-criticism such that
the mediated relationship will be stronger under high
levels of participative leadership than under low levels of
participative leadership.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Samples and Procedures
We used the snowball sampling approach to recruit participants,
enabling the researcher to obtain more heterogeneous data and
improving the external validity of the study results (Lin et al.,
2021). We contacted alumni of three universities in China
who have worked through Wechat which is a very popular
instant social software in China and asked them to recommend
participants. Upon completion of that explanation of the purpose
and procedures of our survey, 270 employees had agreed to
participate in our research. We put measure items in electronic
questionnaires and set up some rules, including identifying the
IP address so that each participant can only answer once, and
each item must be answered before submitting the questionnaire.
Then we sent the website address of electronic questionnaires
through WeChat. To reduce the Common Method Variance,
we distributed the questionnaire at two points in time. At time
1, we sent questionnaires measuring demographic information,
assessment orientation, and the participative leadership of their
supervisor to all participants. After collecting the questionnaires,
those questionnaires with too short response time, random
responses, and wrong responses to the screening question
were eliminated. As a result, 264 valid questionnaires were
returned at time 1. Two weeks later at time 2, we sent the
second round of questionnaires measuring self-criticism and
negative feedback-seeking to the same 264 participants. After
screening the second completed questionnaires and matching
them with the first questionnaire through their employee IDs,
216 valid questionnaires were returned, yielding a total response
rate of 80.00%.

Of the 216 respondents, the average age was 29.67 (SD = 4.31),
the average organizational tenure in their current company
was 4.00 years (SD = 3.64) 0.135 were men (62.5%) and 118
are married (54.6%). As for the educational background, 6

respondents had a high school degree, 39 respondents had a
college diploma, 83 respondents had a bachelor’s degree, 78
respondents had a master’s degree and 10 respondents had a
doctoral degree. These participants were from 39 cities in 20
provinces or municipalities in China. They were distributed
across different industries, including hotel and catering services
(24.50%), real estate (17.60%), public service (19.40%), energy
production and supply (10.60%), manufacturing (6.90%), and
those categorized as “others” (21.00%), and they were from
different job positions, including the network operating and
maintenance (24.50%), research and development (18.10%),
decoration design (13.90%), education (10.60%), human resource
management (6.90%), product production (5.60%), management
(5.10%), and those categorized as “others” (15.30%).

Measures
The measurements of assessment orientation, self-criticism, and
participative leadership were the validated English versions of the
scales. We conducted Brislin’s (1980) back-translation procedure
to translate the English version of the scale into the Chinese
version. Two graduate students majoring in English who were
blind to our study completed the translation process. To begin
with, one student translated the English version of the assessment
orientation scale, self-criticism scale, and participative leadership
scale into the Chinese version. Then, the other student translated
Chinese versions of these scales into the English version. Finally,
a Professor of Management with excellent command of English
compared the two English versions, and finally confirmed
the final Chinese version with only small modifications. This
procedure has been widely used in prior studies (e.g., Tang et al.,
2020). Negative feedback-seeking was measured with validated
Chinese versions of the scale.

In the present study, all major study variables, excluding
demographic variables, were measured using a five-point Likert
type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Assessment Orientation
Assessment orientation was assessed with the assessment subscale
from the Regulatory Mode Questionnaire (Kruglanski et al.,
2000). The previous study has demonstrated good reliability and
validity in previous research in the Chinese context (Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.77) (Li et al., 2018a). We used 11 items with
high loading to measured assessment orientation. Sample item
includes “I spend a great deal of time taking inventory of my
positive and negative characteristics.” The Cronbach’s alpha for
the assessment orientation scale was 0.71 in this study.

Self-Criticism
Self-criticism was assessed with the four-item self-criticism
subscale from the Personal Style Inventory-II (PSI-II; Robins
et al., 1994). The study from Cantazaro and Wei (2010) has
demonstrated that adequate validity and reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.76). Sample item of self-criticism includes “I have a
hard time forgiving myself when I feel I haven’t worked up to
my potential.” The Cronbach’s alpha for the self-criticism scale in
this study was 0.78.
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Participative Leadership
We asked employees to rate their leaders’ participative leadership
using four items adapted from Oldham and Cummings (1996)
and Kahai et al. (2004). Previous studies have shown good
reliability and validity in the Chinese context (Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.81) (Li et al., 2018a). Sample item includes “the team leader
often allows our group members to have as much input into the
final recommendation as he did.” The Cronbach’s alpha for the
participative leadership scale in this study was 0.70.

Negative Feedback-Seeking
Negative feedback-seeking was rated using the six items used
by Gong et al. (2017). Gong et al. (2017) developed the
negative feedback-seeking scale with part-time MBA students
and masters as subjects in the Chinese context and published
the articles in the Journal of Management. They conducted two
studies with employees and management as subjects in Chinese
companies and conducted surveys in Chinese. The result of their
study suggested that the scale of negative feedback-seeking has
satisfying reliability (Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89). We received the
Chinese vision of the negative feedback-seeking scale by sending
an email to the corresponding author. The sample item is “I
often indirectly ask for information on what I failed to perform.”
The Cronbach’s alpha for the negative feedback-seeking scale in
this study was 0.86.

Control Variables
Previous studies have shown that with the increase of age and
organizational tenure of employees, they have stronger role
clarity and perceive less value from feedback. As a result, they
solicit less information about their work from others (Anseel
et al., 2015). Thus, we take age and organizational tenure as
control variables in the process of data analyses. As individuals
with high education tend to seek less negative feedback than those
with low education (Chen et al., 2007), we also controlled for the
effect of education.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analyses
To ensure eligible discriminant validity of the major study
variables, confirmatory factor analysis was run firstly with the
software Mplus 8.0. Item parceling makes the parameters be
estimated more effectively for a small sample size (Little et al.,
2002; Schmitt et al., 2016). Two unidimensional and long scales
in the present study were parceled using the item-to-construct
balanced approach which is recommended by Little et al. (2002)
and widely used in previous studies (e.g., Li et al., 2018b; Qian
et al., 2019). Specifically, 11 items of the assessment orientation
scale and 6 items of the negative feedback-seeking scale were
combined into three parcels respectively, and a total of 6
parcels were generated. Overall, the six parcels, four items of
self-criticism scale, and four items of participative leadership
scale were included in the confirmatory factor analysis. We
examined a four-factor model and six three-factor models by
combining any two of the four factors into one factor. As shown

in Table 1, Results showed that the four-factor model fit the
data well: χ2(71) = 119.87, p = 0.00 < 0.001, Comparative Fit
Index = 0.95, Tucker–Lewis Index = 0.93, Root Mean Square
Error of Approximation = 0.06 (90% CI [0.04,0.07]) and all
indices were above the conventional cut-off values. Besides, the
index of four-factor model is significantly better than alternative
six three-factor models (110.87 ≤ 1χ2 [1df = 3] ≤ 160.45,
p < 0.001). These results suggested the major study variables had
sufficient discriminate validity.

Harman’s One Factor Test
Assessment orientation and self-criticism are psychological
variables and thus it is appropriate for employees to report by
themselves. For the measurement of feedback-seeking behavior,
some studies used others-rating measures (e.g., Ashford et al.,
2018; Qian et al., 2020), and some studies use self-rating measures
(e.g., Dimotakis et al., 2017; Sherf and Morrison, 2020; Sherf et al.,
2020). Considering that employees may seek negative feedback
in ways that are not perceived by leaders or colleagues, we
believe that self-report measures can better reflect the situation of
employee negative feedback-seeking and thus we ask employees
to rate their feedback-seeking behavior. We adopt an employee-
rating measure for participative leadership of their superior
because employees are the recipients of leadership exerted by the
superior. The data in this study is from a single source, which
may lead to common method bias. We carried out Harman’s one-
factor test to estimate it. The result suggests that the variance of
one factor accounts for 20.06% of the total variance. Williams
et al. (1989) contend that the proportion of method variance in
total variance is about 25%. Thus, the common method bias in
this study is reasonable and normal.

Descriptive Statistical Analyses
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, correlations,
and reliability coefficients for all study variables. As shown and
consistent with the previous studies (Anseel et al., 2015), negative
feedback-seeking was negatively related to organizational tenure
(r = –0.14, p < 0.05). Although negative feedback-seeking was not
significantly correlated with education (r = 0.08, p > 0.05) and age
(r = –0.13, p > 0.05), self-criticism was significantly correlated
with education (r = –0.15, p < 0.05) and age (r = –0.14, p < 0.05),
and therefore we controlled for their effect. Besides, assessment
orientation was positively related to self-criticism (r = 0.30,
p < 0.01) and negative feedback-seeking (r = 0.17, p < 0.01). Self-
criticism was positively correlated with negative feedback-seeking
(r = 0.43, p < 0.01) and participative leadership was positively
correlated with negative feedback-seeking (r = 0.13, p < 0.05).
These findings provide rudimentary support for our hypotheses.

Hypotheses Tests
To test Hypothesis 1, this study employed a hierarchical
regression analysis using SPSS 20.0. As presented in Model
2 shown in Table 3, after controlling for age, education, and
organizational tenure, assessment orientation was positively
associated with negative feedback-seeking (β = 0.21, SE = 0.10,
p < 0.05), supporting Hypothesis 1.
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TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analysis for discriminant validity.

Model χ2(df) CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR 1χ2 (1df)a

Four-factor model (AO, SC, PL, and NFS) 119.87(71) 0.95 0.93 0.06[0.04,0.07] 0.05

Three-factor model (AO and SC were combined) 230.74(74) 0.84 0.80 0.10[0.09,0.11] 0.08 110.87(3) ***

Three-factor model (AO and NFS were combined) 268.62(74) 0.80 0.75 0.11[0.10,0.13] 0.10 148.87(3) ***

Three-factor model (AO and PL were combined) 272.90(74) 0.79 0.74 0.11[0.10,0.13] 0.10 153.03.(3) ***

Three-factor model (SC and PL were combined) 270.92(74) 0.79 0.75 0.11[0.10,0.13] 0.10 151.05(3) ***

Three-factor model (SC and NFS were combined) 280.32(74) 0.78 0.73 0.11[0.10,0.13] 0.09 160.45(3) ***

Three-factor model (PL and NFS were combined) 265.70(74) 0.80 0.75 0.11[0.10,0.12] 0.10 145.83(3) ***

N = 216.
aThe chi-square difference for each model reflects its deviation from the four-factor model.
AO, assessment orientation; SC, self-criticism; PL, participative leadership; NFS, negative feedback-seeking.
***p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, correlations, and alphas of variables.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

(1) Gender 1.37 0.49

(2) Age 29.67 4.31 −0.01

(3) Education 3.22 0.89 0.10 −0.10

(4) Organizational tenure 4.00 3.65 −0.06 0.59* −0.17*

(5) Assessment orientation 2.92 0.50 0.04 −0.21** 0.05 −0.04 (0.71)

(6) Self-criticism 3.11 0.75 0.06 −0.14* −0.15* −0.15* 0.30** (0.78)

(7) Participative leadership 3.52 0.63 −0.05 0.01 −0.04 −0.06 0.05 0.09 (0.70)

(8) Negative feedback-seeking 3.54 0.69 0.03 −0.13 0.08 −0.14* 0.17** 0.43** 0.13* (0.86)

N = 216.
Gender was coded “1” for men and “2” for women. Education was coded “1” for “high school diploma or below,” “2” for “college diploma,” “3” for “bachelor degree,” “4”
for “master degree,” “5” for “doctor degree.”
aReliability coefficients are reported along the diagonal.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that self-criticism would mediate
the relationship between assessment orientation and negative
feedback-seeking. We used Model 4 in Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS
macro to test it. As shown in Table 4, the indirect relationship
between assessment orientation and negative feedback-seeking
through self-criticism was 0.18 (SE = 0.05, 95% confidence
interval [CI] [0.09–0.30]). Because the 95% CI did not contain
0, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

We ran a hierarchical regression analysis with SPSS to test
Hypothesis 3. To reduce the degree of multicollinearity of
the variance inflation factor, independent variable, moderating
variable, and interaction between them were centered in
moderating effect analysis (Aiken et al., 1991; Robinson and
Schumacker, 2009). Centering is defined as subtracting the
mean (a constant) from each score, yielding a centered
score (Robinson and Schumacker, 2009). Specifically, centered
assessment orientation is equal to the original data of assessment
orientation minus its mean, centered participative leadership is
equal to the original data of participative leadership minus its
mean, and the interaction term is equal to the product of the
centered assessment orientation and the centered participative
leadership. We set self-criticism as the dependent variable of the
equation. In step 1, we put age, education, and organizational
tenure in the regression equation. In step 2, we first put centered
assessment orientation and centered participative leadership into
the regression equation. In step 3, we put the interaction term

of centered assessment orientation and centered participative
leadership to the regression equation. As shown in Model 5
of Table 5, the interaction between assessment orientation and
participative leadership had a significantly positive effect on self-
criticism (β = 0.30, SE = 0.14, p < 0.05). To further assess the
interaction effect, we conducted simple slope analyses (Aiken
et al., 1991). As shown in Figure 2, the relationship between
assessment orientation and self-criticism was not significant
when participative leadership was low (–1 SD; β = 0.21, SE = 0.15,
p > 0.05), whereas the relationship was significant when
participative leadership was high (+1 SD; β = 0.60, SE = 0.12,
p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

We used Model 7 in Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro tested the
indirect effect of assessment orientation on negative feedback-
seeking through the mediating role of self-criticism at different
levels of participative leadership. As shown in Table 6, at a low
level of participative leadership, assessment orientation did not
have a significant indirect effect on negative feedback-seeking
through self-criticism (β = 0.08, SE = 0.06, 95% CI [–0.03 –
0.22]). In contrast, at a high level of participative leadership,
assessment orientation had a significant indirect effect on
negative feedback-seeking through self-criticism (β = 0.24,
SE = 0.06, 95% CI [0.12 –0.37]). The index of moderated
mediation is 0.12 (SE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.02 –0.23]). Together, the
results suggest that the indirect effect of assessment orientation
on negative feedback-seeking through the mediating role of
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TABLE 3 | The effect of assessment orientation on negative feedback-seeking.

Predictors Outcome: Negative feedback-seeking

Model 1 Model 2

Constant 3.81 (0.41)*** 3.02 (0.54)***

Age –0.01 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01)

Education 0.05 (0.05) 0.04 (0.05)

Organizational tenure –0.02 (0.02) –0.02 (0.02)

Assessment orientation 0.21 (0.10)*

R2 0.03 0.05*

MR2 0.03 0.02*

N = 216.
Unstandardized coefficients are presented; Standard errors are
reported in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | The mediating effect of self-criticism.

Predictors Outcome:
Self-criticism

Outcome: Negative
feedback-seeking

Constant 2.44 (0.55)*** 2.05 (0.52)***

Age –0.00 (0.01) –0.01 (0.01)

Education –0.16 (0.05)** 0.11 (0.05)*

Organizational tenure –0.03 (0.02) –0.01 (0.01)

Assessment Orientation 0.45 (0.10)*** 0.03 (0.10)

Self-criticism 0.40 (0.06)***

R2 0.13*** 0.21***

Bootstrapping indirect effects Boot SE Boot 95% CI

0.18 0.05 [0.09,0.30]

N = 216. Bootstrap N = 5,000.
Unstandardized coefficients are presented; Standard errors are
reported in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

self-criticism will be stronger when participative leadership is
high. These findings support Hypothesis 4.

DISCUSSION

Our study shifted the focus of research from the frequency,
resource, and extent of feedback-seeking to negative feedback-
seeking which emphasizes the nature of feedback and explored
the motivation of negative feedback-seeking. Premised on
regulatory mode theory (Kruglanski et al., 2000; Higgins et al.,
2003), this study explored how assessment orientation affects
employees’ negative feedback-seeking and the role of self-
criticism and participative leadership in the relationship between
assessment orientation and negative feedback-seeking. The
results of our study showed that assessment orientation
was positively related to employees’ negative feedback-
seeking and self-criticism mediated the positive relationship
between assessment orientation and negative feedback-seeking.
Furthermore, participative leadership, as a moderator, enhanced
the positive relationship between assessment orientation and
negative feedback-seeking through self-criticism.

TABLE 5 | The moderating effect of participative leadership.

Predictors Outcome: Self-criticism

Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Constant 4.13 (0.44)*** 3.77 (0.43)*** 3.64 (0.43)***

Age –0.02 (0.01) –0.00 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01)

Education –0.15 (0.06)* –0.16 (0.06)** –0.15 (0.05)**

Organizational tenure –0.03 (0.02) –0.03 (0.02) –0.03 (0.02)

Assessment orientation 0.45 (0.10) *** 0.40 (0.10)***

Participative leadership 0.07 (0.08) 0.05 (0.08)

Assessment
orientation × Participative
leadership

0.30 (0.14)*

R2 0.06** 0.14*** 0.16***

MR2 0.06** 0.09*** 0.02*

N = 216.
Unstandardized coefficients are presented; Standard errors are
reported in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2 | Interaction effect of assessment orientation and participative
leadership on self-criticism.

Theoretical Implications
The present study makes theoretical contributions to the
existing literature on feedback-seeking and regulatory mode.
First, we add new knowledge to understand the full picture
of employee feedback-seeking. Scholars have primarily paid
attention to how to motivate employees to solicit feedback
information more generally without sufficient attention to the
nature (i.e., negative and positive) of feedback being sought
(Anseel et al., 2015; Ashford et al., 2016). Gong et al. (2017)
suggested that the exclusive focus on the nature of feedback
is also important to fully understand the feedback-seeking
behavior. In response to the call, we shift focus from the
frequency, extent, and source to the nature of feedback-seeking,
specifically paying close attention to negative feedback-seeking,
and thus enhancing the understanding of the different aspects
of feedback-seeking. In addition, the research that examines
the effect of motivational factors on negative feedback-seeking
has been rather limited so far. Drawing into regulatory mode
theory (Kruglanski et al., 2000; Higgins et al., 2003), this study
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TABLE 6 | The indirect effect in different levels of participative leadership.

Participative leadership Conditional indirect effects

Indirect effects Boot SE Boot 95% CI

Low (mean – 1 SD) 0.08 0.06 [–0.03,0.22]

Mean 0.16 0.05 [0.07,0.27]

High (mean + 1 SD) 0.24 0.06 [0.12,0.37]

N = 216. Bootstrap N = 5,000.
Unstandardized coefficients are presented.

examines the relationship between assessment orientation and
negative feedback-seeking and the empirical result suggests that
assessment orientation positively predicts negative feedback-
seeking. This finding provides one possible motivational factor
for employees seek negative feedback.

Second, this study contributes to the psychological mechanism
explaining why assessment orientation functions in predicting
employees’ negative feedback-seeking. We find that employees
high in assessment orientation are more likely to criticize
themselves and high self-criticism drives employees to seek
more negative feedback about their performance to ensure
self-verification and a sense of achievement (Shahar et al.,
2003; Swann, 2011).

Third, this study also brings new insights into boundary
conditions regarding when assessment orientation can predict
self-criticism and negative feedback-seeking. Drawing to
regulatory fit theory (Higgins, 2005; Cesario et al., 2008), we
identify an important leader factor- participative leadership
could be an important moderator. When the level of participative
leadership is high, assessment orientation significantly affected
self-criticism and significantly affected negative feedback-seeking
via self-criticism, but when the level of participative leadership
is low, the effect of assessment orientation on self-criticism
and the indirect effect of assessment orientation on negative
feedback-seeking via self-criticism was not significant.

Fourth, we advance not only the literature about feedback-
seeking but also the regulatory mode theory. While some studies
have introduced regulatory mode (i.e., assessment orientation
and locomotion orientation) into the field of organizational
behavior (e.g., Lo Destro et al., 2016; Li et al., 2018a; Kanze
et al., 2019), our study provides new evidence for the theory’s
predictive value relating to employee negative feedback-seeking,
thus expanding the application range of regulatory mode
theory. Specifically, we found that assessment orientation, which
emphasizes critical comparison and evaluation in the process
of self-regulation, positively predicts negative feedback-seeking
behavior in employees.

Practical Implications
Our study also is helpful to the personnel recruitment,
management, and self-management of employees. First,
individuals differ in their level of assessment orientation, and
this is a stable personality trait affected by general personality
patterns (e.g., the Big Five personality factors) (Kruglanski et al.,
2009). The results indicate that individuals with high assessment,

inclined to engage in stronger self-criticism, are more willing
to seek negative information about their performance. Thus,
when organizations recruit employees for positions that require
workers to constantly monitor work behavior and identify
deficiencies (for example, stockbrokers, public traffic drivers,
accountants, and auditors), we recommend that organizations
evaluate the level of assessment orientation of candidates and
give preference to candidates with a high assessment orientation.

Second, our study suggested that participative leadership
which acts as a moderator can enhance the relationship
between assessment orientation and its outcomes. This means
that translating motivation into related work behaviors by
employees in the organizational situation requires appropriate
leadership styles. When leaders adopt highly participative
leadership as a management strategy, employees with assessment
orientation will experience stronger self-criticism and engage in
more negative feedback-seeking, contributing to performance
correction and improvement. Thus, leaders should deliver a
more participatory management strategy for employees who
prefer to use assessment orientation, which is beneficial to their
positive work behavior.

Finally, our study also provides implications for job seekers.
We believe that job seekers need understand which regulatory
orientation they prefer to adopt, the assessment orientation,
or the locomotion orientation. Individuals high in assessment
orientation are good at evaluating themselves and soliciting
negative information about their performance, and thus they
are better suited for jobs that ask the worker to evaluate
and rectify deficiencies promptly, such as jobs related financial
duties, security duties. If job seekers know their regulatory mode
well, it is more conducive to find jobs that give full play to
their advantages.

Limitations and Future Research
The present study has several limitations. First, although we
measured variables at two time points, all data in this study
was self-rated by employees. Data obtained from a single source
may produce common method biases that have potentially
negative effects on the analysis results (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
As employees rated their work behavior, we inevitably worry
about the influence of social desirability on the data, wherein the
individuals respond inconsistently with their actual behavior to
obtain social approval and present positive images of themselves
(Crowne and Marlowe, 1964). For instance, the dependent
variable in our study – negative feedback-seeking of employees –
was scored by the employees themselves, and they may have over-
reported their negative feedback-seeking behavior. Therefore,
further research should aim to collect data from varied sources.
For example, increasing numbers of studies have used leader–
follower dyadic data (e.g., Eva et al., 2019), which can effectively
minimize common method bias.

Second, instead of tracking and measuring the same concept
at some time points, we measured different concepts at two
time points to reduce the common method variance. Therefore,
the research design is cross-sectional in nature and does
not allow causal inferences about the proposed relationships
between study variables. Regulatory mode theory posits that
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assessment orientation can also be evoked situationally (Avnet
and Higgins, 2003) and prior research has effectively manipulated
the level of assessment orientation (e.g., Webb et al., 2017). We
encourage future studies to adopt both cross-sectional surveys
and laboratory experiments to further enhance the reliability and
causality of research results.

Third, we emphasized the importance of focusing on the
nature of feedback-seeking but our study explored only negative
feedback-seeking and neglected positive feedback-seeking, which
limits the understanding of when and why people seek positive
versus negative feedback. Simultaneously measuring negative
and positive feedback-seeking could be one future research
direction. Moreover, although negative feedback can help
employees correct their inadequacies in work tasks, it has
affective costs (Belding et al., 2015; Wakeling et al., 2020). For
example, receiving negative feedback can increase individuals’
negative emotions and counterproductive work behaviors, and
decreases individuals’ improvement self-efficacy (Belschak and
Den Hartog, 2009; Dimotakis et al., 2017). It is noteworthy
that seeking negative feedback and receiving negative feedback
are different processes and it is not clear that whether seeking
negative feedback can be detrimental, as receiving such feedback
can be. Therefore, further research should explore the potential
“double-edged sword” effect of seeking negative feedback.

Fourth, the participants in our study were all from
China, so it is not clear whether our findings still hold in
other cultural contexts. Cross-cultural research on regulatory
orientation showed that Korean and Japanese have a high
score in assessment orientation and low score in locomotion
orientation, while Italian, Spanish, and Indian have a high
score in locomotion orientation and low score in assessment
orientation (Kruglanski et al., 2009). Cross-cultural studies about
self-construction suggested that Easterners are more involved
in self-criticism, while Westerners are more involved in self-
enhancement (Kitayama et al., 1997; Heine et al., 1999; Heine,
2001). Therefore, it is not known whether the relationship
between assessment orientation and self-criticism and negative
feedback-seeking verified in this study is cross-culture. Future
studies about regulatory orientation or self-criticism should
investigate subjects in different cultural contexts to ensure the
generalizability of our findings.

Fifth, we focused on the effect of assessment orientation on
negative feedback-seeking but we didn’t control for the effect
of locomotion orientation. Regulatory mode theory suggests
that assessment orientation and locomotion orientation operate
independently, and thus they may compete for some resource,
such as time, attention, causing the inhibition of one to another
(Kruglanski et al., 2009). Therefore, future research should
also consider controlling the effect of locomotion orientation
(assessment orientation) when only focusing on the main effect
of assessment orientation (locomotion orientation).

Finally, the variance explained by the assessment orientation
accounts for 2% of the total variance of negative feedback-seeking
in Model 2. Although it reaches a statistically significant level
(1R2 = 0.02, p < 0.05), this percentage is still small, suggesting
that there may be other key variables that can better predict
employees’ negative feedback-seeking behavior. Similarly, the
variance explained by the interaction term between assessment
orientation and participative leadership accounts for 2% of the
total variance of self-criticism (1R2 = 0.02, p < 0.05), also
suggesting that there may be other more critical moderating
variables in the relationship between assessment orientation and
self-criticism. Therefore, future research should explore more
factors that influence employees’ negative feedback-seeking and
more moderating variables influencing the relationship between
assessment orientation and self-criticism or negative feedback-
seeking from different perspectives.
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As an important organizational strategy and action that affects employee perception

and attitude, corporate social responsibility is essential for small and medium-sized

enterprises (SMEs) to reduce turnover rate and achieve sustainable growth. This paper

integrates social identity theory and social exchange theory to construct an external

reputation mechanism and internal trust mechanism to explore the influence mechanism

of corporate social responsibility on employee turnover intention and the intermediate

transmission mechanism of psychological contract. The research results show that

corporate social responsibility has a significant negative impact on employee turnover

intention. Comparedwith external corporate social responsibility, internal corporate social

responsibility has a stronger negative impact on employee turnover intention; corporate

social responsibility has a significant negative impact on employee transactional

psychological contract, while corporate social responsibility has a significant positive

impact on employee relational psychological contracts; transactional psychological

contract has a significant positive effect on employee turnover intention, while relational

psychological contract has a significant negative effect on employee turnover intention;

psychological contract has a significant and complete mediating effect on the relationship

between external corporate social responsibility and employee turnover intention, and

the psychological contract plays a significant part of the intermediary role between

the internal corporate social responsibility and the employee turnover intention. The

conclusions enriches the complex relationship between corporate social responsibility

and employee turnover intentions, and provides a reference for SMEs to effectively

perform internal and external social responsibilities and reduce employee turnover rates.

Keywords: SMEs, corporate social responsibility, transactional psychological contract, relational psychological

contract, employee turnover intention

INTRODUCTION

As an important part of the socialist market economy, SMEs are an important force to promote
the economic and social development of China (Du et al., 2020). However, the 2020 new crown
pneumonia epidemic has brought unprecedented challenges to Chinese social and economic
development. More than 30 million SMEs are unable to give full play to the economies
of scale and resource advantages due to their small scale, weak anti-risk capabilities, and
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scarce resources (Aikaeli, 2012). Due to the unfavorable external
environment, they are on the verge of bankruptcy at any
time, and the phenomenon of employee turnover is becoming
more and more serious. Frequent employee departures will
not only affect the sustainability of corporate team culture
and knowledge capital development, but also increase the
company’s labor conversion costs to a certain extent, weaken
organizational commitment, and cause other employees to form
negative psychological perceptions of the company (Wang et al.,
2017). Corporate social responsibility is crucial for organizations
that try to influence employees’ attitudes to pursue sustainable
development and competitive advantage (Chen and Donna,
2020) as an important organizational strategy and action that
affects employees’ perceptions and attitudes (Ma et al., 2018).
The fulfillment of social responsibilities by SMEs is conducive to
maintaining long-term relationships with stakeholders, gaining a
good social reputation, enhancing core competitive advantages,
and alleviating the problem of employee turnover. Therefore,
corporate social responsibility is regarded as an important
research topic in the field of management, and it has also become
the mainstream practice of organizations (Faisal et al., 2020).

However, SMEs in China are confronted with some issues,
such as environmental pollution, over-utilization of resources
and lack of social responsibilities such as employment relations
problems driven by economic interests in recent years, which
have affected the sustainable growth of enterprises and the
harmonious development of society to a certain extent. In
terms of external stakeholders, some scholars have explored
the influence mechanism of corporate social responsibility
on corporate financial performance (Waddock and Graves,
1997), consumers (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006) and corporate
reputation (Johnson, 2003). Although some scholars have
initially explored the positive correlation between corporate
social responsibility and employee turnover rate based on the
social identity theory (Ng et al., 2019), they have not explored
the impact path of corporate social responsibility on employee
turnover intention based on the level of employees as an
internal interest group (Chen and Donna, 2020; Fang et al.,
2021). This led to the research on the underlying mechanism
of employee perception of corporate social responsibility is
still “fragmented and incomplete” (Gond et al., 2017). As the
company’s core resource and important stakeholder group (Nie,
2015), employees are an important force in the creation of
heterogeneous resources and value creation of the company’s
core competitiveness (Huang and Wang, 2016). The social
exchange theory proposes that employees believe that they
are obligated to repay the care and support given by the
organization (Eisenberger et al., 1986), so employees’ perception
of corporate social responsibility will affect their behavioral
decisions (Rousseau, 1989).

Psychological contract is the employees’ cognition of the
responsibilities of both employers and employees (Rousseau,
1989) and an important manifestation of the quality of exchange
relationship between employees and organizations (Wang et al.,
2003). Employees’ perception of corporate social responsibility
will affect their judgments on the importance and value of their
roles in their work, thereby weakening or enhancing the positive

effects of the work on themselves (Liu and Zhou, 2017). To
sum up, although the existing research results are based on
different theoretical perspectives and explore the relationship
between corporate social responsibility and employee turnover
rate, however, they have not analyzed in depth the differentiation
paths of different types of corporate social responsibilities
that affect employee turnover intentions. Therefore, it is not
conducive to systematically and comprehensively clarify the
influence mechanism of corporate social responsibility on
employee turnover intention. In view of this, this paper focuses
on SMEs in China and explores the complex relationship
between internal and external corporate social responsibilities
and employee turnover intention. By constructing an external
social reputation mechanism and internal trust mechanism of
enterprises, this paper clarifies the differentiated intermediate
conduction impact of transactional psychological contracts and
relational psychological contracts in the impact of corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention in order to
provide a theoretical reference for SMEs to better fulfill their
internal and external social responsibilities, and thereby reduce
the employee turnover intention.

THEORETICAL ANALYSIS AND
HYPOTHESIS

Corporate Social Responsibility and
Employee Turnover Intention
Corporate social responsibility refers to the organizational
behavior of enterprises that pay attention to the needs
and expectations of stakeholders in strategic decisions and
actions, voluntarily allocate limited resources, and achieve
sustainable social, economic and environmental development
(Aguinis and Glavas, 2019). The stakeholders of corporate
social responsibility mainly include external government and
other regulatory agencies, social media, suppliers, customers,
consumers and community residents and internal corporate
employees (Behroozz et al., 2018). The fulfillment of corporate
social responsibility is conducive to the establishment of a
good social image for the company, which in turn improves
the organizational recognition of employees. The employee
turnover intention refers to the employee’s subjective estimation
of the possibility of leaving the company (Mowday et al.,
1982), and the behavior preference that ultimately leads to his
leaving the company (Mobley et al., 1979). In addition, related
studies have shown that employees’ perception of corporate
social responsibility can more effectively and directly affect their
attitudes and behaviors (Yan et al., 2020), so this paper focuses
on the influence mechanism of corporate social responsibility
perception on employee turnover intention.

External Reputation Mechanism
The social identity theory believes that consciously fulfilling
social responsibilities can effectively enhance employees’ sense
of belonging and unity to the organization. Employees are
more able to recognize the image of a company with a sense
of social responsibility on the basis of being aware of the
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value of organizational membership. The higher the employees’
sense of identity with the organization is, it is more conducive
to maintaining a lasting employment relationship between
employees and the organization, meeting respected social needs,
strengthening employees’ pride, thereby reducing their turnover
intention and inhibiting the emergence of deviant behaviors in
the workplace (Faisal et al., 2020).

On the one hand, companies donate products or cash to the
society through the cause-related marketing activities, which is
conducive to the establishment of a good image in the eyes of
the public and a higher social reputation, which can meet the
self-respect needs of employees to a certain extent. The more
employees’ needs are met, the more they can enhance their sense
of identity and attachment to the organization (Zhang et al.,
2014), encourage employees to adopt positive work attitudes and
behaviors and reduce their turnover intention (Dutton, 1994). On
the other hand, companies can improve resource use efficiency,
reduce environmental pollution levels and reduce the harm to
biodiversity by building an environmental management system
and strictly implementing environmental protection policies
such as energy saving and emission reduction. The series of
activities carried out by enterprises in response to the external
environment are conducive to consumers forming a positive
evaluation of the performance of corporate social responsibility.
While affirming the company’s green behavior, it also generates
more off-role behaviors, such as proactively promoting the
corporate image to others, recommending corporate products,
etc. (Elif et al., 2016), so as to gain a good social reputation
among the consumers. In addition, companies strictly abide by
quality and safety standards to ensure product quality and safety,
meet the diverse needs of different consumers for products,
and provide consumers with more transfer value, which is
conducive to the recognition and appreciation of consumers and
government regulatory agencies. When employees perceive that
the more the company cares about the interests of the consumers,
the more they can affirm their self-worth, and then have a sense
of identity with the company and reduce their turnover intention
(Zhao and Tong, 2018).

It can be seen that, companies are conducive to building
a good social reputation mechanism by fulfilling social
responsibilities to external stakeholders, thereby enhancing
employees’ sense of pride and dependence on the organization
and reducing employee turnover intention (Liu, 2015). In view of
this, this paper proposes hypothesis H1:

H1: External corporate social responsibility has a significant
negative impact on employee turnover intention

Internal Trust Mechanism
Social exchange theory believes that when organizations provide
employees with good promotion space, benefits and labor
remuneration, employees will intend to invest more trust and
loyalty to maintain their contractual relationship with the
organization, generate a sense of responsibility for reward, and
voluntarily adopt extra-role behaviors that are beneficial to the
organization (Yan et al., 2020).

First of all, the more a company provides employees with job
training opportunities and makes them feel that they have an
ideal promotion space in the company, the stronger their trust
in the company is, and the more they can consciously perform
their job responsibilities and reduce their turnover intention
(Wang et al., 2017). Secondly, the more the compensation system
formulated by the company can meet the needs of employees,
the more conducive it is to promote employees’ loyalty to
the organization and create more value (Onyishi et al., 2020).
Therefore, the less likely it is to leave the company. In addition,
the more a company creates a good working environment
and an internal fairness atmosphere for its employees, the
more conducive it is to improve the cooperative relationship
between the company and its employees, enhance organizational
cohesion, increase employees’ job satisfaction and organizational
commitment, and reduce their turnover intention (Li et al., 2012).

In summary, companies can help form a good internal trust
mechanism, increase employees’ satisfaction and loyalty to the
company, and reduce their turnover intention by fulfilling social
responsibilities about employees. Therefore, this paper proposes
hypothesis H2:

H2: Internal corporate social responsibility has a significant
negative impact on employees turnover intention

Corporate Social Responsibility and
Psychological Contract
Psychological contract is not only an employees’ cognition of
the responsibilities of both employers and employees (Rousseau,
1989), but also an important manifestation of the quality of
the exchange relationship between employees and organizations
(Wang et al., 2003), and it plays a role as a communication
bridge between the company and employees. When employees
perceive that the company has fulfilled their social responsibilities
such as promotion, high remuneration, performance rewards
and career development, employees often choose to work
harder, keep loyal to the company, pre-notify before leaving
and other organizational citizenship behaviors. Psychological
contract includes two aspects, such as transactional psychological
contract (TPC) and relational psychological contract (RPC),
(Raja et al., 2004). Among them, the transactional psychological
contract means that employees regard work as a means of
earning a living, and are more concerned about the immediate
material rewards and short-term employment relationships
(Liu and Zhou, 2017); while the relational psychological
contract focuses on the long-term and stable relationship and
development between employees and the organization in the
future (Raja et al., 2004).

On the one hand, when the company fails to fulfill
the corresponding social responsibilities toward external
stakeholders, that is, the company fails to provide consumers
with satisfactory products or services, fails to provide a good
ecological environment for community residents (Tian et al.,
2021), or fails to take the initiative to provide the public
disclosure of relevant financial statements, etc. (Sabrina et al.,
2019), employees perceive the low level of corporate social
responsibility. The company has a poor reputation and social
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image in the network of external groups, leading the employees
to doubts about the value and importance of its role in work,
which weakens the positive effect of work on employees to a
certain extent (Liu and Zhou, 2017). Based on this, employees
regard work as merely a means of earning a living, and believe
that their responsibilities to the company are limited to general
job responsibilities which leading employees to pay more
attention to short-term material returns and employment
relationships, and tend to establish a transactional psychology
contract with the company (Liu and Zhou, 2017). Similarly,
when the company fails to fulfill the corresponding social
responsibilities for internal stakeholders, fails to provide
employees with generous benefits or promotion opportunities,
or fails to develop career plans for employees, etc. (Sabrina
et al., 2019), employees perceive the company failure to fulfill
social responsibilities well. It is difficult for companies to gain a
sense of identity within the network of internal employee groups
(Elakremi et al., 2018), resulting in employees not believing
that the company can truly consider employees’ development
and achieve sustainable growth. Therefore, employees pay
more attention to the short-term material benefits given by the
company, separate their personal development goals from the
company’s strategic goals, and form a transactional psychological
contract (Kang and Sung, 2019).

On the other hand, when the company treats external
stakeholders fairly and provides them with a large amount
of products or cash donations, they consciously adopt green
behaviors to save resources and protect the environment
(Sabrina et al., 2019), or fully consider the interests of
internal employees, and provide them with a large number of
promotion opportunities or with generous benefits, employees
perceive a higher level of corporate social responsibility, which
is conducive to enhancing employees’ sense of trust and
identification with the company (Evans and Davis, 2014),
which in turn promotes the formation of high-quality social
exchange relationships between employees and the company.
Based on this, employees pay more attention to their own
long-term development goals, try to integrate them with the
company’s strategic goals and tend to establish a relational
psychological contract with the company (Liu and Zhou,
2017).

It can be seen that employees tend to form relational
psychological contract when they perceive a high level of
corporate social responsibility to stakeholders; and when they
perceive a low level of corporate social responsibility to
stakeholders, employees are more tend to form a transactional
psychological contract. Therefore, this paper proposes the
following hypotheses:

H3: External corporate social responsibility has a significant
negative impact on transactional psychological contract

H4: External corporate social responsibility has a significant
positive impact on relational psychological contract

H5: Internal corporate social responsibility has a significant
negative impact on transactional psychological contract

H6: Internal corporate social responsibility has a significant
positive impact on relational psychological contract

Psychological Contract and Employee
Turnover Intention
Social exchange theory believes that when an employee forms the
employment relationship with an enterprise, he signs a reciprocal
normative psychological contract with the enterprise (Rousseau,
1998). The psychological contract clearly stipulates the fair
treatment that the company should provide to employees, so as to
encourage employees to produce expectations that organizations
pay enough attention to them, care about their happiness
(Griffeth et al., 2000), and provide them with continuous fair
treatment (Moorman et al., 1998). However, when they perceive
that the company has violated the psychological contract,
employees will have emotional exhaustion (Johnson and
O’Leary-Kelly, 2003), which may generate a higher willingness to
quit and other reactions or behaviors (Zhao et al., 2007; Kang and
Sung, 2019).

Employee transactional psychological contract pay more
attention to the short-term economic exchanges between them
and the company. They often regard work as a means of earning a
living. They like to strictly stipulate working hours and only work
within the time period stipulated in the contract, and it is difficult
for them to agree with the company’s strategic goals instead of
pursuing their own short-term goals (Raja et al., 2004). Once
the high-level transactional psychological contract is broken or
violated, employees’ pride in their work gradually decreases,
and they no longer invest time to maintain the consistency
between cognition and behavior (Liu and Zhou, 2017), so
employees are more likely to resign Willingness, and then
choose to leave the enterprise. However, the employee relational
psychological contract emphasizes the long-term emotional
exchange with the enterprise, regards itself as a member of
the enterprise team, and expects continuous growth within
the enterprise. In addition, employees who hold a relational
psychological contract believe that by working hard, they can
obtain reasonable promotion opportunities and fair rewards,
benefits or remuneration (Raja et al., 2004). Therefore, once
the high-level relational psychological contract is destroyed or
violated, employees will not immediately have the intention to
leave and end their employment relationship with the company
(Behroozz et al., 2018). Based on this, this paper proposes
hypotheses H7 and H8:

H7: Transactional psychological contract has a significant
positive impact on employee turnover intention

H8: Relational psychological contract has a significant negative
impact on employee turnover intention

The Intermediary Influence of
Psychological Contract
The interaction between people is essentially an exchange
relationship, such as material exchange and the exchange of
non-material resources such as emotion and reputation (Blau,
1964). The relationship between employees and the organization
is manifested as a mutual dependence based on the exchange
of resources, and its essence is an exchange relationship.
Rousseau (1998) further divides the psychological contract into
two types including transactional psychological contract and
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relational psychological contract. Psychological contract is an
employees’ understanding or belief in the responsibilities and
obligations between the employers and employees. And this
understanding or belief is manifested by employees’ commitment
and perception of the exchange relationship between their
external and internal contributions (effort, ability, loyalty, etc.)
and corporate incentives (remuneration, promotion, job security,
etc.). Among them, the transactional psychological contract
is suitable for the exchange of economic resources and has
the characteristics of short-term economic exchange, while the
relational psychological contract pays more attention to the
long-term social emotional exchange relationship in addition to
economic exchange, therefore, it is suitable for the exchange of
social emotional resources (Raja et al., 2004).

In addition, psychological contract is particularly important
for employees’ attitudes and behaviors as an employees’ cognition
of employment responsibilities. The social cognition theory
believes that the transformation of stimulus conditions into
corresponding follow-up behaviors must rely on the mediation
of a series of cognitive processes (Wang and Wang, 1992). As
an important stimulus, corporate social responsibility affects
employees’ attitudes or behaviors through the intermediary
mechanism of psychological contracts. When they perceive
that the company fulfills a lower level of social responsibility,
employees tend to form a transactional psychological contract,
and employees with short-term, specific responsibility perception
experience regard work as a means of earning a living (Liu
and Zhou, 2017). Therefore, they choose as few organizational
commitments or civic behaviors as possible to maintain the
consistency between cognition and behavior (Liu and Zhou,
2017). The degree of commitment and pride to the work is
lower, and the willingness to leave is more likely to occur. The
lower the level of a company’s external social responsibility is,
the lower the evaluation of the company’s social responsibility
activities by the outside world is. To a certain extent, the
low social reputation makes employees less likely to have a
sense of identity with the company (Elakremi et al., 2018),
thus tending to form a transactional psychology contract and
give rise to the idea of leaving the enterprise. In the same
way, the lower the level of corporate social responsibility is,
the more difficult it is for employees to obtain reasonable
training and promotion opportunities, generous benefits and
salaries, etc., and the lower the level of satisfaction and
trust in the company is, and the more likely it is to form
transactional psychological contract, which makes employees
more likely to generate turnover intention (Kang and Sung,
2019).

On the contrary, when they perceive that the company
fulfills a higher social responsibility, employees show a sense
of responsibility for the long-term development of relationships
at work, so it is easier to establish a relational psychological
contract. This sense of responsibility can stimulate employees
to reflect on their moral responsibilities and internalize their
moral values, thereby voluntarily generating more organizational
commitments or civic behaviors, enhancing their sense of
identity and belonging to the company, and reducing their
willingness to leave. The higher the level of a company’s external

social responsibility is, the easier it is for employees to obtain
positive evaluation information on corporate social responsibility
activities through oral communication or other media (Smidts
and Erasmus, 2001). This type of information can enhance
employees’ positive evaluation of corporate reputation and sense
of social identity (Elakremi et al., 2018), enhance employees’ self-
worth and satisfy their psychological needs such as a sense of
belonging (DeRoeck et al., 2014), thereby forming a relational
psychological contract. On this basis, employees are more willing
to work for companies with a sense of social responsibility (Rupp
and Mallory, 2015), actively consider the long-term interests
of the company, adopt more attitudes or behaviors that are
conducive to the development of the company, and reduce their
turnover intention (Behroozz et al., 2018). In the same way,
the higher the level of the company’s fulfillment of internal
social responsibilities is employees can get more job promotion
opportunities and generous benefits. Based on the reciprocal
norms, employees will be more actively involved in their job
roles and pay more energy, emotions and material resources
as the company’s return or response to employees for fulfilling
their social responsibilities (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). In
addition, the higher the level of internal social responsibilities
is, it is more conducive to improve employees’ satisfaction,
loyalty, and sense of trust with the company (Peterson, 2004),
thereby building a relational psychological contract. Based on
this, employees are more willing to pay attention to the long-term
cooperative relationship with the enterprise, and even sacrifice
their short-term interests to fulfill the long-term interests of
the enterprise and contribute to the overall performance of the
enterprise (Zhao et al., 2019), so the less likely it is to generate a
willingness to leave (Chaudhary, 2017).

To sum up, the influence of corporate social responsibility on
employee turnover intention is realized through an intermediary
mechanism, that is, internal and external corporate social
responsibility acts on transactional psychological contract and
relational psychological contract, thereby affecting employee
turnover intention. In view of this, this paper proposes
hypothesis H9:

H9: Psychological contract plays a significant intermediary role
in the negative impact of corporate social responsibility on
employee turnover intention

H9a: Transactional psychological contract plays a significant
intermediary role in the negative impact of external corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model diagram.
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H9b: Transactional psychological contract plays a significant
intermediary role in the negative impact of internal corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention

H9c: Relational psychological contract plays a significant
intermediary role in the negative impact of external corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention

H9d: Relational psychological contract plays a significant
intermediary role in the negative impact of internal corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention

The theoretical model diagram of this paper is shown in
Figure 1.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Variable Measurement
The measurement scale used in this paper is a mature scale
that has been verified at home and abroad. In order to ensure
that the foreign language scale can be accurately understood,
the researchers used a translation-back translation program
to process the scale accordingly. The measurement scales of
this paper all use Likert 5-level scoring method, “one” means
completely disagree, and “five” means completely agree.

Corporate Social Responsibility
Drawing on the scale developed by Sabrina et al. (2019), internal
corporate social responsibility (ICSR) includes “your company
supports the professional development of employees,” “your
company claims to provide employees with generous maternity
leave welfare,” “your company claims to provide employees
with flexible working hours” and other six items. External
corporate social responsibility (ECSR) is mainly measured from
four levels such as corporate donations, emission reduction,
citizenship and product safety, including “your company will
donate products to the society,” “your company has issued
policies on energy conservation and emission reduction,”
“your company encourages employees to actively participate in
voluntary activities,” “your company has taken relevant measures
to ensure that the product label is clear and effective” and other
11 items.

Psychological Contract
Learning from Raja et al. (2004) about the maturity scale of
psychological contract, the psychological contract is divided into
two dimensions such as transactional contract and relational
contract. Among them, the transactional contract includes nine
topics such as “I am loyal to the company because of contract

regulations,” “I prefer to strictly regulate working hours,” and “I
only do what is necessary to complete the work.” The relational
contract also covers “I look forward to continuous growth in the
company,” “If I work hard, there will be a reasonable opportunity
for promotion,” “I think the company will give corresponding
rewards to employees for their efforts and dedication,” etc.

Employee Turnover Intention
Drawing lessons from Kang and Sung (2019) on the maturity
scale of employee turnover intentions, this paper uses three
questions such as “I have a lot of ideas about leaving
the company,” “I am actively looking for new employment
opportunities” and “As long as possible, I will leave this company”
to characterize the employee turnover intention.

Control Variables
Learning from Wang et al. (2017) and Behroozz et al. (2018)
related maturity scales, the employee’s gender (Gender), age
(Age), education level (Education) and working years (Year) are
set as the control variables of this paper.

Reliability and Validity Test
As shown in Table 1, the Cronbach’s α values of each variable
measurement scale in this paper are all >0.7, indicating that each
variable measurement scale has good reliability. The KMO value
of each variable measurement scale is >0.7, and the minimum
value of the Bartlett sphere chi-square test is 629.330 and it
reaches the significance level (p = 0.000 < 0.001) indicating that
each scale passed the validity test.

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
During the period from June 2021 to August 2021, this paper
used effective means such as on-site interviews and e-mails
to distribute a total of 286 questionnaires relying on SMEs
in Shandong, Zhejiang, Hebei and Jiangsu provinces, and 209
valid questionnaires were returned. There are a large number
of SMEs in China and their geographical distribution is wide.
This paper selects SMEs in Shandong, Zhejiang, Hebei, and
Jiangsu Provinces as the sample companies because the number
of SMEs in the above four provinces accounts for about
30% of the national total, which is highly representative. In
addition, the above-mentioned four provinces are located in
the eastern coastal areas of China, with relatively developed
economies and high level of fulfillment of social responsibilities

TABLE 1 | Reliability and validity test results of each variable.

Variable name Dimension Items number Cronbach’s α KMO Bartlett sphere chi-square Cumulative proportion of total variance

CSR ICSR 6 0.967 0.899 1,599.550*** 85.808%

ECSR 11 0.985 0.919 4,286.269*** 86.934%

PC TPC 9 0.919 0.872 1,331.540*** 61.109%

RPC 9 0.990 0.941 4,015.496*** 92.658%

ETI ETI 3 0.950 0.769 629.330*** 91.026%

***p < 0.001.
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by SMEs, so they are suitable as research objects. The effective
response rate was 73.08%. The surveyed companies covered the
service industry, manufacturing industry, finance and insurance
industry, wholesale and retail industry and other industries.
The characteristics of each sample are as follows: (1) Gender.
Men accounted for 29.7% and women accounted for 70.3%.
(2) Age. The survey respondents between the ages of 19–25
accounted for 51.2%, the survey respondents between the ages
of 26–30 accounted for 5.3%, the survey respondents between
the ages of 31–35 accounted for 8.6%, those between the ages
of 36–40 accounted for 10.5%, those aged 41–45 accounted
for 12.4%, those aged 46–50 accounted for 8.6%, and those
aged 51–55 accounted for 3.3%. (3) Education level. Primary
school education accounted for about 0.4%, junior high school
education accounted for 1.4%, technical secondary school or
high school education accounted for 8.1%, university education
accounted for about 84.6%, master degree accounted for about
3.8%, doctor degree accounted for about 1.4%. (4) Working
years. 3 years or less working years accounted for 63.1%, 4–
6 years accounted for 10.0%, 7–10 years accounted for 11.0%,
11–15 years accounted for about 8.6%, 16–20 years accounted
for about 3.8%, 21–25 years accounted for about 2.3%, 26–30
years accounted for about 0.4%, more than 30 years accounted
for about 0.4%. It can be seen that the age, education level and
working years of the survey subjects all show a large span, and
thus they have a strong representativeness.

Correlation Analysis
As shown in Table 2, there is no significant relationship between
employee age, working years and turnover intention, while there
is a significant negative correlation between employee gender
and turnover intention, that is, compared with male employees,
female employees have lower willingness to leave. There is a
significant positive correlation between employees’ education
level and turnover intention, that is, with the improvement
of their educational level, they have more opportunities for
employment choices, and therefore their willingness to leave is
stronger. In addition, there is a significant positive correlation

between internal and external corporate social responsibilities,
and both have a significant negative relationship with turnover
intention, a significant negative relationship with transactional
psychological contract, and a significant positive relationship
with relational psychological contract. There is a significant
positive correlation between transactional psychological contract
and employee turnover intention, while there is a significant
negative relationship between relational psychological contract
and employee turnover intention.

Regression Analysis
Main Effect Test
As shown in Table 3, model M1 adds the independent variable
external corporate social responsibility on the basis of M0 to test
the effect of external corporate social responsibility on employee
turnover intention. Regression analysis results show that external
corporate social responsibility has a significant negative impact
on employee turnover intention (β = −0.244, p < 0.001),
indicating that the more employees perceive the company’s
performance of external social responsibilities, the more they
can reduce their willingness to leave. As a result, H1 passed
the inspection. In the same way, model M2 adds independent
variable internal corporate social responsibility on the basis of
M0 to test the effect of internal corporate social responsibility
on employee turnover intention. Regression analysis results show
that internal corporate social responsibility also has a significant
negative impact on employee turnover intention (β = −0.398,
p < 0.001), that is, the more employees perceive the company’s
fulfillment of internal social responsibilities, the more they can
restrain their ideas of leaving the company and reduce their
turnover intention, so H2 passes the test. In addition, compared
with external corporate social responsibility, internal corporate
social responsibility has a stronger negative impact on employee
turnover intention.

Mediating Effect Test
As shown in Table 4, model M1 adds the independent variable
external corporate social responsibility on the basis of M0
to test the impact of external corporate social responsibility

TABLE 2 | Correlation analysis results.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 ICSR 1

2 ECSR 0.609*** 1

3 TPC −0.552*** −0.679*** 1

4 RPC 0.533*** 0.486*** −0.442*** 1

5 ETI −0.410*** −0.266*** 0.378*** −0.445*** 1

6 Gender 0.170* 0.109 −0.155* 0.116 −0.161* 1

7 Age −0.122 −0.109 0.060 −0.005 0.027 −0.045 1

8 Education −0.058 −0.066 0.007 −0.295*** 0.147* −0.071 −0.102 1

9 Year −0.148* −0.095 0.046 0.043 −0.020 −0.118 0.839*** −0.202** 1

Average 3.161 3.141 3.530 3.246 3.321 1.703 2.670 3.942 1.914

SD 1.169 1.145 0.907 1.153 0.989 0.458 1.981 0.525 1.452

N = 209; ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; two-tailed test.
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TABLE 3 | The impact of corporate social responsibility on employee turnover intention.

Variable

Model ETI

M0 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8

Control variables

Gender −0.162* −0.138* −0.103 −0.105 −0.119 −0.105 −0.116 −0.087 −0.096

Age 0.150 0.125 0.149 0.113 0.110 0.113 0.107 0.128 0.122

Education 0.122 0.104 0.091 0.124 0.002 0.124 0.006 0.101 0.021

Year −0.140 −0.143 −0.197 −0.119 −0.108 −0.119 −0.111 −0.169 −0.153

Independent variables

ECSR −0.244*** −0.003 −0.060

ICSR −0.398*** −0.283*** −0.245**

Mediating variables

TPC 0.360*** 0.358*** 0.208**

RPC −0.426*** −0.395*** −0.290***

R2 0.032 0.087 0.181 0.156 0.195 0.152 0.193 0.207 0.232

1R2 0 0.055 0.149 0.124 0.163 0.065 0.106 0.026 0.051

F 2.723* 4.952*** 10.198*** 8.707*** 11.049*** 7.220*** 9.309*** 10.073*** 11.485***

N = 209; ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

TABLE 4 | The impact of corporate social responsibility on psychological contract.

Variable

Model TPC RPC

M0 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Control variables

Gender −0.157* −0.091 −0.076 0.101 0.056 0.023

Age 0.102 0.033 0.101 −0.093 −0.045 −0.092

Education −0.006 −0.054 −0.048 −0.282*** −0.249*** −0.242***

Year −0.059 −0.067 −0.138 0.076 0.081 0.152

Independent variables

ECSR −0.675*** 0.466***

ICSR −0.550*** 0.526***

R2 0.009 0.458 0.298 0.081 0.293 0.346

1R2 0 0.449 0.289 0.212 0.265

F 1.454 36.111*** 18.674*** 5.593*** 18.236*** 22.983***

N = 209; ***p < 0.001, *p < 0.05.

on employee transactional psychological contracts. Regression
analysis results show that external corporate social responsibility
has a significant negative impact on employee transactional
psychological contracts (β = −0.675, p < 0.001), that is,
the more employees perceive the company’s performance
of external social responsibilities, the more likely it is to
form transactional psychological contracts, so H3 passes
the test. Similarly, model M2 adds independent variable
internal corporate social responsibility on the basis of M0
to test the effect of internal corporate social responsibility
on employee transactional psychological contracts. Regression
analysis results show that internal corporate social responsibility
also has a significant negative impact on employee transactional
psychological contracts (β = −0.550, p < 0.001). Therefore,
hypothesis H5 can be verified. Both external corporate social
responsibility (β = 0.466, p< 0.001) and internal corporate social

responsibility (β = 0.526, p < 0.001) both have a significant
positive impact on employee relational psychological contracts.
It is assumed that H4 and H6 pass the test respectively.

In addition, as shown in Table 3, model M3 adds an
intermediary variable transactional psychological contract on
the basis of M0 to test the effect of transactional psychological
contract on employee turnover intention. Regression analysis
results show that transactional psychological contract has a
significant positive impact on employee turnover intention
(β = 0.360, p < 0.001), that is, the more an employee
forms a transactional psychological contract, the more likely
it is to have the idea of leaving. Therefore, H7 is verified.
In the same way, model M4 adds an intermediary variable
relational psychological contract on the basis of M0 to test the
effect of relational psychological contract on employee turnover
intention. Regression analysis results show that the relational
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psychological contract has a significant negative impact on
employee turnover intention (β = −0.426, p < 0.001), that is,
the more an employee forms a relational psychological contract,
the less likely it is to have the idea of leaving, so H8 passes
the test. Model M5 adds an intermediary variable transactional
psychological contract on the basis of M1 to test the intermediary
role of transactional psychological contract in the relationship
between external corporate social responsibility and employee
turnover intention. The regression analysis results show that
transactional psychological contract has a complete mediating
effect between the external corporate social responsibility and
the employee turnover intention, so the hypothesis H9a passes
the test. That is, the external corporate social responsibility
completely affects the employee turnover intention through
the transactional psychological contract. Similarly, model M6
shows that the relational psychological contract also has a
complete mediating effect between the external corporate social
responsibility and the employee turnover intention, so the
hypothesis H9c passes the test. Model M7 shows that the
transactional psychological contract has a partial mediating
role in the negative influence of internal corporate social
responsibility on the employee turnover intention, so the
hypothesis H9b passes the test. Model M8 shows that relational
psychological contract also has a partial mediating role in the
negative impact of internal corporate social responsibility on
employee turnover intention, so the hypothesis H9d passes
the test. To sum up, the psychological contract plays a
significant mediating role in the negative impact of corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention. Therefore,
hypothesis H9 passes the test.

CONCLUSION AND ENLIGHTENMENT

Conclusion
(1) Corporate social responsibility has a significant negative
impact on employee turnover intention. On the one hand,
external corporate social responsibility has a significant negative
impact on employee turnover intention. The fulfillment of
external social responsibilities by SMEs is conducive to the
formation of a good reputation and positive evaluation from
the public, thereby enhancing employees’ sense of identity with
the company and reducing their willingness to leave. On the
other hand, internal corporate social responsibility also has a
significant negative impact on employee turnover intention.
The fulfillment of internal social responsibilities by SMEs is
conducive to enhancing employees’ sense of trust and belonging
to the enterprise, and reducing their willingness to leave. In
addition, compared with external corporate social responsibility,
internal corporate social responsibility has a stronger negative
impact on employee turnover intention. The reason may lie
in the more direct perception of internal social responsibilities
from employees.

(2) Corporate social responsibility has a different impact on
employee psychological contract. Corporate social responsibility
has a significant negative impact on employee transactional
psychological contract. The higher the level of internal and
external social responsibility performed by an enterprise is, the

easier it is for employees to have a stronger sense of identity and
trust with the enterprise. Therefore, as a response and feedback
for the enterprise to fulfill its social responsibilities, employees
are more inclined to form a relational psychology contract, not
transactional psychological contract.

(3) Psychological contract has a different effect on employee
turnover intention. On the one hand, transactional psychological
contract has a significant positive impact on employee
turnover intention. The employees who form the transactional
psychological contract pay more attention to short-termmaterial
benefits and believe that work is only a means of earning a
living, so their devotion and enthusiasm for work is low. Once
the transactional psychological contract is destroyed, employees
will often immediately have the idea of leaving and choose to
end their employment relationship with the company. On the
other hand, the relational psychological contract has a significant
negative impact on employee turnover intention. Employees
who form a relational psychological contract pay more attention
to long-term emotional relationships and believe that they have a
strong sense of belonging and value as a member of the company,
so they have a higher level of satisfaction and commitment to
their work, and they will not easily generate the idea of leaving
the company.

(4) Psychological contract has a significant mediating role
in the relationship between corporate social responsibility and
employee turnover intention. On the one hand, the psychological
contract has a significant and complete mediating effect between
the external corporate social responsibility and the employee
turnover intention. Psychological contract plays a completely
intermediary role in the negative influence of external corporate
social responsibility on employee turnover intention, that is,
the negative influence of corporate social responsibility on
employee turnover intention is completely realized through
the intermediary transmission effect of psychological contract.
The reason may be that the role of external corporate social
responsibility mainly relies on the reputation mechanism.
Employees use social media reports or public publicity to
indirectly perceive the performance of corporate external social
responsibilities, and it is difficult to determine whether to stay
in the company through direct feelings. Therefore, the influence
of external corporate social responsibility on employee turnover
intention needs to be realized with the effect of psychological
contract. On the other hand, the psychological contract plays a
significant part mediating role between the internal corporate
social responsibility and the employee turnover intention. In
comparison, internal corporate social responsibility can directly
affect employee turnover intention through the trust mechanism,
so the psychological contract only plays a part of the intermediary
role in this influencing process.

Theoretical Contributions
This paper integrates social identity theory and social
exchange theory to construct an external reputation
mechanism and internal trust mechanism to explore the
influence mechanism of corporate social responsibility
on employee turnover intention and the intermediate
transmission mechanism of psychological contract. The
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conclusions expand the application boundaries of social
identity theory and social exchange theory, subdivide
corporate social responsibility into internal and external
levels, which can enrich the research scope of corporate
social responsibility, and clarify the driving factors of
employee turnover intention and their different influence
mechanisms, which provides a theoretical reference for
follow-up related research.

Management Enlightenment
(1) SMEs should take into account internal and external
social responsibilities. In view of the fact that corporate social
responsibility can effectively reduce employees’ willingness to
leave through external reputation mechanism and internal trust
mechanism, companies should take into account both internal
and external social responsibilities. On the one hand, SMEs
must fully fulfill their external social responsibilities, such as
providing consumers with satisfactory products or services,
and providing community residents with a good ecological
environment, so as to form a good reputation and image
within the network of external groups and reduce employee
turnover intention. On the other hand, considering that internal
corporate social responsibility has a stronger negative impact
on employee turnover intention, and employees can more
directly and effectively perceive the internal corporate social
responsibilities, SMEs should pay more attention to internal
employees and consciously perform social responsibility in order
to provide employees with more job promotion opportunities
and better benefits, enhance employees’ sense of identity
and trust with the company, and reduce their willingness
to leave.

(2) SMEs should actively guide employees to establish
relational psychological contracts. Considering that the
relational psychological contract negatively affects employee
turnover intention, SMEs should actively guide employees
to establish relational psychological contract. While fulfilling
their internal social responsibilities, SMEs should strengthen
communication and exchanges between the company and
employees, pay attention to and meet the needs of employees,
so as to guide employees to form relational psychological
contract. On this basis, employees will invest more time
and energy in their work, combine corporate strategic goals
with their own long-term development goals, and strive to
maintain their emotional and social exchange relationships with
the company.

(3) Employees should improve their perception of corporate
social responsibility. Considering that the psychological contract
has a significant and complete intermediary effect between
the external corporate social responsibility and the employee
turnover intention, and the psychological contract plays a
significant part of the intermediary role between the internal
corporate social responsibility and the employee turnover
intention, SME employees should continuously improve
their perception of corporate social responsibility, so as to
form different psychological contracts and then make correct

behavioral decisions. Employees should improve their perception
of corporate social responsibility. On the one hand, employees
can keep abreast of the evaluation information of the company’s
fulfillment of social responsibilities by continuously expanding
the contact channels with the external public or social media, so
as to judge whether the company has a good social reputation
and image. Based on this, employees can better perceive the
fulfillment of corporate social responsibilities, and then influence
their attitudes or behavioral decisions. On the other hand,
employees can fully understand or perceive the fulfillment of
social responsibilities within the company by strengthening the
interactive learning and knowledge sharing with other members,
and use this as a basis for judging whether to leave or make
behavioral decisions.

RESEARCH INSUFFICIENCY AND FUTURE
PROSPECTS

Although this paper has enriched the research scope of social
identity theory and social exchange theory to a certain extent,
and provided useful reference for SMEs to effectively fulfill their
social responsibilities and reduce employee turnover intention,
it still has limitations. On the one hand, this paper separately
explored the impact of internal and external corporate social
responsibilities on employee turnover intention. It did not
analyze or test whether there was a synergistic effect between
internal and external corporate social responsibilities, and
clarified whether the two were complementary or substitutes
for each other. Follow-up research can further explore the
interaction between internal and external social responsibilities
and its effects. On the other hand, this paper explored the
intermediate conduction effect of psychological contract in
the process of SMEs social responsibility influencing employee
turnover intention, and did not consider the possible role of
other intermediary variables or contingency factors on this
influencing process. Follow-up research can further broaden the
research boundary, and fully consider the contingency effects of
other contextual variables on the relationship between the social
responsibility of SMEs and the employee turnover intention.
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Positive psychology and positive organizational behavior studies recognize that
leadership is extremely important for generating positive well-being. Despite the
frequently reported significant positive correlations, the causal long-term relationship
between leadership, positive high intense affect, and employee results remains unclear.
The main objective of this study was to analyze the long-term (longitudinal) relation of
transformational leadership and positive high-intensity emotions with employee group
satisfaction, commitment, and proactive behavior. We built a longitudinal structural
equation model to test a mediation model with two time points; 2,480 workers from 166
work units completed questionnaires at both time points. Our results reveal that positive
high-intensity emotions mediate the relation between transformational leadership and
proactive behavior of workers, the bidirectional relations between the variables were
also analyzed. The present study is, to our knowledge, the first analyzing the long-term
effect of TFL and collective high-intensity emotions on worker’s results longitudinally. Our
findings reflect the great complexity of affect and affect-related results in organizations
and highlight the need for more longitudinal research to clarify emotional processes
at work.

Keywords: leadership, positive emotions, affect, longitudinal study, proactive behavior

INTRODUCTION

Since the affective revolution in organizational research (Cameron et al., 2003), positive affect has
attracted greater attention in organizational science with current researchers studying this state
using new approaches and methods (Diener et al., 2020). Several conceptual and quantitative
reviews have examined aspects of positive emotions and affect within organizational scholarship
(e.g., Elfenbein, 2014; Ashkanasy and Dorris, 2017; García-Buades et al., 2020). Their findings
highlight the importance of affectivity in organizational life, considering both antecedents and
consequences of affect in the workplace at different levels of analysis.

In relation to this, Ashkanasy (2003) established a multilevel model of affect in organizations, in
which leadership is posited as a social process that has a major effect on the moods and feelings
of team members. Positive psychology and positive organizational behavior studies recognize
the importance of leadership generating positive well-being (To et al., 2015). Given this, there
have been calls for additional research on the relationship between positive leaders’ behavior,
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and positive employee outcomes, such as work engagement,
satisfaction, and proactive behavior (Zhu et al., 2012).

Regarding the consequences of positive emotions at work,
several different theories and frameworks have been used to
understand how positive emotions produce positive outcomes
in organizational contexts (Diener et al., 2020). In particular,
positive affect has been related to outcomes such as creativity,
individual and group satisfaction, commitment, and proactive
work behavior (Ashkanasy and Dorris, 2017). In addition,
research has suggest the importance of emotional competencies
for wellbeing in organizations (Tesi, 2021). Nonetheless, most
research on leadership and group emotions in organizations has
relied on correlational and cross-sectional studies. Therefore,
despite the frequently reported significant positive correlations,
the causal relationship between leadership, positive affect, and
employee behaviors and results remains unclear.

Furthermore, longitudinal studies of emotions and affect at
work are based on short-term individual relationships such as
day-to-day emotional changes in organizations (Diener et al.,
2020). Such research has shown that work affective events (Weiss
and Cropanzano, 1996), including leadership, are highly relevant
for day-to-day affective reactions at work (Ohly and Schmitt,
2015). Nevertheless, less is known about longer-term relationship
between work events and affect at work and it is important to
investigate if the continuous exposure to positive and negative
work events over time can also have an impact on employees’
affect (Casper et al., 2019).

Therefore, the main objective this study was to analyze the
longitudinal relation of TFL and group positive high-intensity
emotions with employees’ group satisfaction, commitment, and
proactive behavior.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Transformational Leadership and
Positive Emotions
TFL refers to a leadership style by which leaders motivate
followers to identify with organizational goals and interests
and to perform beyond expectations. According to Bass (1985),
such leaders can inspire, motivate, and stimulate followers,
communicating enthusiasm and vision, and exhibiting emotional
competency (Bass, 1985). It is a multilevel construct that
manifests functional characteristics at both individual and team
levels (To et al., 2015). Research has confirmed that TFL has a
significant impact on a different positive work outcomes at all the
organizational levels (Wang et al., 2011).

Even of the literature has analyze different forms of positive
leadership, as charismatic or servant leadership, in the present
study we analyze the dimensions of TFL based on Rafferty and
Griffin (2004) model. Transformational leadership is unique in
terms of its strategic role toward organizational goals whereas for
example servant leadership is focused on individual autonomy
(Xie, 2020). In the present research we used TLF term in
reference to employee’s perception of their leader’s behavior
with four different dimensions: Positive leadership [referring to
inspirational communication in the Rafferty and Griffin (2006)

model], Vision, Supportive Leadership, and Goal emphasis
dimension. Positive leadership dimension refers to the expression
of positive and encouraging messages about the organization,
and statements that build motivation and confidence (Rafferty
and Griffin, 2004). Vision is defined as the expression of an
idealized picture of the future based around organizational
values. Supportive leadership refers to leader expressing concern
for followers and taking account of their individual needs.
And finally, we define the goal dimension as to have a clear
vision of the future.

In the leadership literature, emotions are recognized as a
crucial aspect of TFL (for a review, see Gooty et al., 2010).
According to affective events theory (Weiss and Cropanzano,
1996), leaders generate affective events that influence teams
positively or negatively, shaping the intensity and form of
their emotional response, as reflected in their emotional or
affective state.

Researchers in this field define affect as a general form
of subjective feelings that incorporate longer-lasting but less
intense moods, as well as more specific and intense emotions
(To et al., 2015). As such, affect is usually described using
two dimensions: valence and activation (Russell and Barrett,
1999). The present study focuses on positive affective states with
high activation/intensity defined as passion and composed of
emotions like enthusiasm, happiness, and pride (Lopez-Kidwell
et al., 2018). TFL has been found to be more strongly associated
with this emotional state than with others. Previous research
showed that lower levels of TFL are related to an absence of
a rewarding interaction rather than a presence of an aversive
interaction, and hence, TFL is more strongly associated with
positive affect than with negative affect (Tepper et al., 2018).

At the group level, a recent review reveals that leaders are
a relevant source of positive affect, which disseminates among
team members by an emotional contagion process (García-
Buades et al., 2020). It has been recognized that leaders can
arouse strong positive feelings in their followers (George, 2000;
Dasborough and Ashkanasy, 2002), which, in turn, influence
their work attitudes and behaviors (García-Buades et al.,
2020). Moreover, a recent cross-sectional study showed that
transformational behaviors of leaders influence positive high
intensity and cohesion through team emotional intelligence of
leaders (Mindeguia et al., 2021).

Transformational leaders attend to and support follower’s
needs and help them to deal with stressors eliciting feelings of
happiness and enthusiasm in their followers (Bono and Ilies,
2006) and in turn promoting positive affect. These leaders arouse
enthusiasm and a passionate commitment to goals that followers
may have previously perceived to be unimportant or impossible;
in other words, TFL is an affective event that increases positive
high-intensity emotions, which we define as passion (see Ilies
et al., 2006).

H1. TFL has a positive effect on passion in work units.

Positive Affect and Employee Results
The present study focuses on three specific group social resources
that have been shown to be associated with group positive affect
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and performance (Diener et al., 2020). Satisfaction, commitment,
and proactive behavior have been recognized as group resources
that strengthen group performance (Peñalver et al., 2017).

It has been shown that TFL and positive affect enhance
team performance (perceived and objective) through team goal
commitment (i.e., motivated team members pursuing team
goals), team satisfaction (i.e., team members being satisfied in
terms of their team tasks and environments), and team helping
behavior (i.e., team members exhibiting more helping behaviors)
(Peñalver et al., 2017; García-Buades et al., 2020).

In their review on positive emotions at work, Diener et al.
(2020) noted that affective states are already recognized as causal
entities in workplace behavior. Nevertheless, they highlighted the
need for more longitudinal studies in the field.

Cross-sectional research showed that positive group affective
tone is likely to cause team members to focus on positive
information about past experiences, resulting in a greater degree
of certainty and confidence regarding the achievement of future
team goals (Peñalver et al., 2017). Moreover, pleasant feelings
lead members to consider pursuing team goals that are important
and valuable, making them feel more committed to these goals
(Seo et al., 2004).

Previous work based on affective events theory has
demonstrated that emotions influence employees’ job satisfaction
and Mostafa (2017) longitudinal study showed that positive affect
had a positive relationship with job satisfaction. In the same vein,
Wu and Wang (2015) found that TFL had a positive association
with positive group affective tone, which in turn helps energize
teams to be more proactive.

Taken together, these studies indicate that shared positive
moods across work unit teams might influence the teams’
motivational (e.g., team goal commitment), attitudinal (e.g.,
team satisfaction), and behavioral (e.g., proactive behaviors)
processes (García-Buades et al., 2020); and that positive high-
intensity emotions could mediate the relationship between
TFL and employee results (satisfaction, commitment, and
proactive behavior).

H2. Passion has a positive effect on proactivity in work units.
H3. Passion has a positive effect on satisfaction in work units.
H4. Passion has a positive effect on commitment in
work units.
H5. TFL has an indirect effect on proactivity, satisfaction,
and commitment mediated by passion.

Nevertheless, taking into account the longitudinal design
of our study, the possibility of a reverse association will also
be analyzed. Though there is a paucity of data on reverse
associations, it has been suggested that work events and affect are
reciprocally related over time (Casper et al., 2019).

On the one hand, because positive and negative affect may
influence recall and information processing (Bower, 1981),
employees who experience positive affect at work might see
work events as more positive and this may influence employees’
perception of work events that happen to them. It may be
that follower affect influences the evaluation of the leader, and
hence, work units with high levels of passion may also rate

their leaders more highly (Dasborough and Ashkanasy, 2002;
Barsade and Gibson, 2015).

On the other hand, research has proposed what are called
positive feedback loops where positive emotions generate positive
behaviors and outcomes that in turn feedback into positive
emotions (Aknin et al., 2012). Therefore, we can suppose
that outcomes such as proactive behavior, satisfaction, and
commitment may also produce positive high-intensity affect.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedure
The current study was part of a larger research project on
organizational management, which included 166 work units from
39 industrial organizations all of which are part of Mondragon
Cooperative Corporation in the Basque Country (Northern
Spain). In terms of size, 38.5% (N = 15) of the organizations can
be considered small, 43.6% (N = 17) medium-sized, and 17.9%
(N = 7) large. The 2,480 workers of the final sample were long
term workers in different positions of the organizations.

Before data collection, we sought permission from the
managers of all participating organizations. The participants
respond the questionnaires in two ways, (randomly selected)
via email or using the paper-and-pencil method (hard copy).
The hard copy questionnaires were completed in large meeting
rooms under the supervision of a human resources manager
from the employees’ organization. All responses (both email
and hard copy) were anonymous and data processing was
performed in compliance with Spanish data protection law. The
study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the
Mondragon University.

We used a longitudinal design in which all variables were
measured twice with 1 year lag between time 1 and time 2. The
two data collection waves were between 1 and 3 years apart. At
Time 1, 2,970 workers completed and returned the surveys; and
of these respondents, 2,480 also completed and returned surveys
at Time 2. In this sample (n = 2480), respondents had a mean
age of 41 years and 65% were male. The data in both waves were
aggregated to the group level with a final data set on 166 work
units. No more descriptive information was presented due to the
privacy agreement with the participating organizations.

The final model was constructed only at group level because
of the agreement arrived with the participant organizations that
established that individual data was excluded to publish.

Measures
Transformational Leadership
We adapted Rafferty and Griffin (2006) scale for the Vision,
Positive Leadership (inspirational communication in the original
scale), and Supportive Leadership dimensions, adding the
Organizational Culture Inventory (Cooke and Lafferty, 1983)
for the Goal Emphasis dimension (“My supervisor has a clear
understanding of where we want our unit to be in 5 years”). This
scale was already used in previous studies showing a good validity
(Mindeguia et al., 2021). Confirmatory factor analysis was then
conducted to confirm the factor structure of the new scale. The
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model showed a good fit [χ2df = 227.48, p = 0.0001, confirmatory
fit index (CFI) = 0.97, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.96, root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.06, 90%]
with adequate factor loadings on four dimensions, replicating the
structure of the original scale. The Cronbach’s alphas for the four
dimensions (Vision, Positive Leadership, Supportive Leadership,
and Goal Emphasis) were 0.85, 0.92, 0.93, and 0.86, respectively
for Time 1 and 0.86, 0.90, 0.94, and 0.88 for Time 2.

Passion
The dimension considered for this construct is derived from
Russell’s circumplex model of emotion classification (Russell,
1980). The “Passion” dimension (high intensity and pleasure)
comprised four emotions (“In my work, I usually feel
enthusiastic”). The Cronbach’s alpha obtained in the present
study was 0.82 for times 1 and 2. The scale was already used in
other studies (Mindeguia et al., 2021) showing the same structure
at individual and group levels.

Job Satisfaction
Three items were used to assess this construct (Rafferty and
Griffin, 2006). An example item is the following: “Overall, I am
satisfied with my job.” This scale had an alpha of 0.89 for Time 1
and 0.88 for Time 2.

Proactive Behavior
The three items of the Individual task proactivity subdimension
of the Positive Behavior scale were used in this study (Griffin
et al., 2007). An example item is the following: “Initiated better
ways of doing your core tasks.” This scale had an alpha of 0.93 for
both Time 1 and 2.

Commitment
We used the Affective commitment to the organization factor of
the Organizational Commitment Scale (Meyer et al., 1993). The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80 for Time 1 and 0.82 for Time 2. An
example item is the following: “I really feel as if this organization’s
problems are my own.”

Statistical Analysis
Data cleaning and descriptive data analyses were performed
with IBM SPSS Statistics 22.0 (IBM Corp. Released, 2017).
Relationships between the variables were analyzed with structural
equation modeling in Mplus version 7.11 (Muthén and Muthén,
1998). Analyses were conducted in three steps. As a first step,
the measurement models and the dimensionality of the latent
variables at each time point were examined. As a second step,
the measurement invariance over time was investigated for the
latent variables. In the third step, structural models designed to
explore the directional associations between the variables were
specified and tested.

To determine if aggregating individual responses to team-level
constructs is adequate, we followed the procedure described
by Van Mierlo et al. (2009). That procedure includes the
examination of rwg and ICC1 and 2. The rwg values are a
measure of agreement within the group. ICC1 is the proportion
of variance in ratings due to team membership, and ICC2 is the

reliability of team mean differences (Klein et al., 2000). Bliese
(2000) concluded that ICC1 values exceeding 0.05 are sufficient
to warrant aggregation. LeBreton and Senter (2008) suggested
cut-off values that range from 0.70 to 0.85 for ICC2. Also,
they concluded that rwg values between 0.51 and 0.70 indicate
moderate agreement; rwg values between 0.71 and 0.90 show
strong agreement, and rwg values between 0.91 and 1.0 indicate
strong agreement.

Due to the non-normality of the indicators observed,
the robust maximum likelihood estimator was employed
to determine model fit and magnitude of the relationships.
To determine model fit, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), standardized root mean square
error of approximation (SRMSEA), Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI),
and comparative fit index (CFI) were estimated following Little
(2013) recommendation. In this sense, RMSEA and SRMSEA
values below 0.08 represent acceptable fit, CFI and TLI values
between 0.90 and 0.95 represent reasonable model fit, and values
above 0.95 represent excellent model fit (Brown, 2015).

Following Cole and Maxwell (2003) recommendations it
is better to test the mediation model with two independent
models instead to test the model with a unique structural
equation. A unique model would not allow to establish causal
relations in mediation models having only two time points
(Little, 2013). Therefore, in testing our theoretical model,
we used an autoregressive, cross-lagged design. This design
has been recognized to be one of the strongest and least
biased designs to assess mediation using two-time points
(Maxwell and Cole, 2007).

To test the hypothesized model with two-time waves, the
approach recommended by Cole and Maxwell (2003) was
followed by testing two-wave mediation through two steps: first,
testing the causal relationship between the predictor (TFL) at
Time 1 and the mediator (Passion) at Time 2 controlling for
the mediator at Time 1 (step 1); and second, testing the causal
relationship between the mediator at Time 1 and the outcomes
(proactive behavior, commitment, and satisfaction) at Time 2
controlling for the outcomes at Time 1 (step 2).

For each step (1 and 2), four structural models were tested
and compared: first, a stability model where every variable
at Time 2 was predicted by the same variable at Time 1
(without cross-lagged associations); second, a forward model
also including the hypothesized cross-lagged effects; third, a
reversed model including cross-lagged effects that are opposite
to the cross-lagged effects of the normal causation model; and
finally, a reciprocal model combining the cross-lagged effects
of the normal causation and reversed causation models. In all
models, the error term of each Time 1 indicator was allowed to
covary with the corresponding Time 2 indicator. For a better
understanding, a representation of the four models for the step
1 is presented in Figure 1, the second step follow the same
structure as step 1.

The magnitude of the mediation effect was estimated by
multiplying the two cross-lagged paths (i.e., the path from TFL
at Time 1 to passion at Time 2 and the path from passion
at Time 1 to each groups’ outcomes at Time 2) and the
significance of the mediation was assessed with Sobel test as
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recommended by Cole and Maxwell (2003) and Little (2013).
Sobel test was used because there were two independent models
(step 1 and step 2) and therefore bootstrapping could not be used
(Preacher and Hayes, 2008).

RESULTS

Measurement Model and Descriptive
Analyses
For all the scales, ICC1 values were between 0.14 and 0.23,
between 0.80 and 0.87 for ICC2, and between 0.69 and 0.70 for
rwg therefore we concluded that the ICC1, ICC2, and rwg indices
justified the aggregation of all variables in the study.

We ran confirmatory factor analyses to test metric invariance
over time. We started with an unconstrained model (i.e.,
longitudinal configural invariance model) that included the
factor models of all data collected in both data collection waves.
The unconstrained model allowed for correlations between
corresponding latent factors at Time 1 and Time 2 and between
corresponding manifest variables (i.e., items) at both times. In
the next step, we specified a constrained model (i.e., metric
invariance model) in which we constrained the corresponding
factor loadings to remain the same for each of our constructs
over time. Finally, we specified a scalar invariance model by
constraining the intercepts of items to be the same across groups.
The results are shown in Table 1.

Given that RMSEA and SRMSEA are sensitive to model
complexity (Van de Schoot et al., 2012), we considered that the
fit indices were acceptable for all the variables. Moreover, in all
models, at least two out of the three fit indices showed changes
that were below the specified cutoff criteria. This suggests that the
increasing equality constraints across the two samples specified
in each of the subsequent models did not significantly worsen

model fit, and hence, it can be concluded that the model showed
acceptable invariance over time (Nelemans et al., 2019).

Descriptive statistics for all variables, including the means,
standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between variables
are shown in Table 2.

Structural Equations
The fit indices of the models indicated that the reciprocal model
provided a better fit to the data than the stability, forward, and
reverse models in both steps.

Generally, the results of the models indicate a reasonable fit:
The reciprocal model of the step 1 (CFI = 0.94; SRMSEA = 0.06)
showed an acceptable fit, and the reciprocal model of the step
2 (CFI = 0.98; SRMSEA = 0.05) a good fit. The path diagrams
for both models are presented in Figures 2, 3. For clarity,
the non-significant paths and the correlations between variables
at the same time point were omitted from the figure. The
non-significant regression coefficients are, however, reported in
Table 3.

As can be seen in Figure 1, all the variables in the step 1 model
showed high stability (β = 0.65 p < 0.01; β = 0.35 p < 0.01).
The results indicate that TFL at Time 1 had a positive effect on
Time 2 passion (β = 0.19 p < 0.05), and passion at Time 1 had
a non-significant effect on Time 2 TFL. TFL and passion were
significantly correlated at both times. Note that all the regression
coefficients in the study are standardized.

Figure 2 shows the path model of the relations between
passion, proactive behavior, satisfaction, and commitment (step
2). All variables except satisfaction (β = 0.21 ns) showed good
stability. Passion at Time 1 showed a positive significant effect
on Time 2 Proactive behavior (β = 0.36 p < 0.01) but not
on other variables at Time 2. Proactive behavior at Time
1 showed a significant effect on Time 2 passion (β = 0.30
p < 0.01), satisfaction (β = 0.24 p < 0.05), and commitment

FIGURE 1 | Simplified example of step 1 models. This is an example of the step 1 models, step 2 models follow the same structure. TFL, Transformational
leadership.
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TABLE 1 | Results of longitudinal invariance.

1CFI CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR 1 χ2(df)

Configural invariance model Passion – 0.988 0.97 0.04 0.048

Transformational leadership – 0.978 0.966 0.087 0.041

Satisfaction – 0.998 0.993 0.030 0.024

Proactive behavior – 1 1 0 0.022

Commitment – 0.992 0.975 0.041 0.048

Metric invariance model Passion 0.003 0.985 0.98 0.060 0.070 1.79(3)

Transformational leadership 0.003 0.975 0.957 0.088 0.090 18.93(2)

Satisfaction 0.004 0.994 0.987 0.062 0.080 26.02(2)

Proactive behavior 0.007 0.993 0.985 0.074 0.088 6.01(2)

Commitment 0.008 0.984 0.966 0.082 0.086 14.05(2)

Scalar invariance model Passion 0.004 0.981 0.970 0.066 0.062 1.71(3)

Transformational leadership 0.013 0.962 0.936 0.087 0.089 15.77(2)

Satisfaction 0.008 0.986 0.977 0.081 0.088 36.87(2)

Proactive behavior 0.001 0.994 0.991 0.059 0.084 2.37(2)

Commitment 0.002 0.986 0.977 0.067 0.081 1.37(2)

The chi-square difference testing was corrected using Satorra-Bentler scaling correction (Muthén and Muthén, 2010).

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables.

Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. TLF (t1) 4.09 (0.77) – 0.61** 0.78** 0.70** 0.66** 0.51** 0.37** 0.36** 0.36** 0.39**

2. Passion (t1) 4.24 (0.61) – 0.68** 0.49** 0.77** 0.22** 0.47** 0.20** 0.36** 0.32**

3. Satisfaction (t1) 4.50 (0.61) – 0.58** 0.73** 0.32** 0.31** 0.30** 0.26** 0.26**

4. Proactive behavior (t1) 4.40 (0.60) – 0.63** 0.41** 0.44** 0.32** 0.58** 0.40**

5. Commitment (t1) 4.19 (0.69) – 0.23** 0.38** 0.23** 0.31** 0.40**

6. TLF (t2) 4.29 (0.77) – 0.60** 0.79** 0.50** 0.72**

7. Passion (t2) 4.45 (0.51) – 0.68** 0.52** 0.75**

8. Satisfaction (t2) 4.67 (0.49) – 0.38** 0.78**

9. Proactive behavior (t2) 4.43 (0.62) – 0.51**

10. Commitment (t2) 4.48 (0.62) –

**p < 0.01. TLF, Transformational Leadership.

FIGURE 2 | First part of the mediation model. ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗p < 0.05; ns, non-significant.

(β = 0.27 p < 0.01). Further, satisfaction and commitment
at Time 1 showed a negative significative effect on proactive
behavior at Time 2 (β = −0.22 p < 0.05; β = −0.25 p < 0.05;
respectively).

The mediation effect was estimated by multiplying the
coefficient of the path from TFL to passion (β = 0.19) by
that of the path from passion to proactive behavior (β = 0.36)

(Cole and Maxwell, 2003; MacKinnon and Luecken, 2008), this
yielding an effect of 0.25. A one-tailed Sobel test indicated that
this mediation effect was significant (z = 1.92, p < 0.05). In
order to confirm that this was a mediation effect, a reciprocal
model was estimated, the relationship between TLF and proactive
behavior confirmed that there was not a long-term direct
relationship between the two variables. Therefore, H5 was
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FIGURE 3 | Second part of the mediation model. The paths in grey are non significants paths and correlations. **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; ns, non-significant.

partially supported as the relationship of TLF and proactive
behavior was only by passion emotional state. The results are
reported in Table 4.

DISCUSSION

This study sought to explore the causal relation between
TFL, positive high-intensity group emotions (the emotional
state passion), and workers’ results and wellbeing (satisfaction,
commitment, and proactive behavior). Although a large number
of studies have demonstrated effects of TFL on various
organizational variables (Miao et al., 2016), only a few have
analyzed effects of TFL and collective emotions through a long-
term longitudinal study.

As we noted earlier, the long-term two-way relationships
between leadership, emotions, and results of workers remain
unclear. Our analysis supports the idea that, first, TFL has a
positive effect on positive high-intensity emotions of work units,
and second, positive high-intensity affect has a positive effect on
proactivity in work units.

Analyzing the results separately, the first hypothesis stated that
TFL has a positive impact on positive affect in work units. In

TABLE 3 | Fit indices for proposed models.

Model χ2 df RMSEA TLI CFI SRMSEA

Cross-lagged relationships between transformational leadership and passion

Stability 19.70 4 0.15 0.82 0.93 0.10

Forward 16.953 3 0.17 0.78 0.94 0.10

Reverse 19.379 3 0.18 0.75 0.93 0.09

Reciprocal 15.70 2 0.20 0.70 0.94 0.06

Cross-lagged relationships between passion and results

Stability 32.826 16 0.08 0.92 0.92 0.08

Forward 29.735 11 0.10 0.88 0.96 0.08

Reverse 32.477 8 0.14 0.78 0.95 0.08

Reciprocal 14.012 4 0.12 0.82 0.98 0.05

relation to this, we can conclude that perceived transformational
behaviors do enhance group positive affect. This result is in line
with affective events theory, in the sense that TFL constitutes
a positive affective event enhancing positive affect on workers
(To et al., 2015). Regarding the reverse relationship, our results
did not show a significant effect of positive emotions on TFL,
in other words, they do not support the view that positive high-
intensity emotions make workers give a better evaluation of TFL,
as proposed by some authors (see, for example, Dasborough and
Ashkanasy, 2002). Nevertheless, the time lag in our study could
have been too long to detect such an effect, and hence, we cannot
conclude there is no reciprocal relationship on shorter timescales.

Hypothesis two stated that passion would have a positive effect
on proactive behavior in work units. Our model showed that a
positive high-intensity affective state at the unit level produces
more proactive behaviors in work units. This result is in line

TABLE 4 | Direct effects and eliminated paths.

Relationship b p value

Direct effect model TL and proactive behavior

TL_T1 to proactive behavior T2 −0.08 0.51

Proactive behavior T1 to TL T2 0.07 0.36

Non-significant effects in proposed models (paths in gray)

Control variables

Size to passion T1 −0.08 0.21

Size to commitment T1 −0.05 0.35

Relationship between variables

Passion T1 to TL T2 −0.22 0.10

Passion T1 to satisfaction T2 0.01 0.97

Passion T1 to commitment in T2 0.07 0.57

Satisfaction T1 to passion T2 −0.14 0.20

Satisfaction T1 to commitment T2 −0.15 0.15

Commitment T1 to passion T2 −0.09 0.48

Commitment T1 to satisfaction T2 −0.08 0.67

TL, Transformational leadership; T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2.
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with those obtained in cross-sectional studies, such as that of Wu
and Wang (2015) who found that leaders were able to promote
team proactivity by cultivating a positive affective tone within
teams, reflecting an energizing process in motivating proactivity.
Moreover, our findings confirm that passion mediates the effect
of TFL on proactive behavior.

Further, we observed a bidirectional association between
positive high-intensity emotions and passion. This result is in
line with the concept of positive feedback loops, in which positive
emotions generate positive behaviors and outcomes that in turn
feedback into positive emotions (Aknin et al., 2012).

Hypotheses three and four stated that passion has a
positive effect on satisfaction and commitment in work units.
Surprisingly, we did not find a significant relationship between
passion and worker satisfaction and commitment. Overall, not
much is known about the ideal time lags in occupational health
research (Taris and Kompier, 2003). Nevertheless, previous
longitudinal research, such as that of Mostafa (2017), has found
evidence of a causal effect of positive emotions on satisfaction
with a 6-month time-lag. Therefore, our findings could be
explained by the time lag in the study, which may be too long
to analyze this relationship.

The results of the present study deviated markedly from
what we hypothesized at first and reflect the complexity of
organizational life. In particular, the structural longitudinal
models showed that the relation of emotions and proactive
behaviors of work units is bidirectional. Moreover, we observe
a bidirectional relationship between proactive behavior,
satisfaction, and commitment in work units.

The results showed that proactive behavior has a positive
effect on passion, satisfaction, and commitment in work units.
This helps to confirm the positive loop thesis (Aknin et al.,
2012) mentioned before, in which proactive behavior of work
units positively influences high-intensity positive emotions,
satisfaction and commitment among workers. At the same time,
satisfaction and commitment have a negative effect on proactive
behavior in work units.

Bakker and Oerlemans (2010) of subjective well-being in
organizations suggested that proactive behaviors are more likely
when there is a combination of high activation and high pleasure.
Job satisfaction and commitment reflect only low-to-moderate
levels of activation (and high pleasure) and imply a cognitive
evaluation of one’s job, which taken together may not be enough
to enhance performance. Employees who are satisfied with their
jobs experience high pleasure but may have limited energy or
aspirations (Grebner et al., 2005). In this sense, the positive
response to items such as “Overall, I am satisfied with my job”
(example from the satisfaction scale) does not indicate high
activation. Low-intensity related results may be connected to
low-intensity positive affect and lead to positive results and
wellbeing in workers; nevertheless, such a low intensity does
not produce activation (Bakker and Oerlemans, 2010). Based on
that, the activation of worker’s well-being factors (as proactive
behavior, commitment and satisfaction) could explain not only
the intensity of affect but also the negative effect of satisfaction
and commitment on proactive behavior and the lack of effect
of passion on these factors. Nevertheless, more reasons could

explain the results as the time lag of the study and future studies
should analyze them carefully. For the inverse relationship
(from proactive behavior to satisfaction) our results follow the
already established theories that showed that forms of proactive
behaviors as job crafting are positively related to satisfaction and
commitment (Demerouti, 2014).

The present study is, to our knowledge, the first analyzing the
long-term effect of TFL and collective high-intensity emotions
on worker’s results longitudinally. Our findings reflect the great
complexity of affect and affect-related results in organizations
and highlight the need for more longitudinal research to clarify
emotional processes at work.

This study contributes to this field in that it helps to clarify
the reciprocal relations between the variables analyzed and the
importance of the intensity, rather than quality, of emotions
and affect-related characteristics in organizations. As posited
by To et al. (2015), while affective valence has traditionally
been regarded as the most influential dimension of job-related
affect, affective activation also plays an important role in
motivating job behaviors.

Practical Implications
Our findings have several implications. First, they highlight
the importance of emotions and affectivity at the group level.
Although the idea that positive affect has a relevant role in
organizations is not new (Barsade and Gibson, 2015), our data
underline that organizations should care about and focus on
employees’ emotions, as well as group emotions. Leaders need to
effectively manage the cognitive characteristics of team members,
but also their emotional responses, as these positively influence
organizational outcomes (Ashkanasy et al., 2002). Further, we
suggest that organizations should try to foster positive high-
intensity affect in their employees, for instance, by promoting
TFL behavior in managers (Breevaart et al., 2014).

Nevertheless the problem of actual TFL training program
is that interventions are usually directed to a single source
(employees or leaders). This interventions present some
problems: The strategy that focuses only on the self-perception
of leaders, allows acquiring knowledge for the training of these
leaders since we work with them from their point of view.
However, leaders are not always perceived as they think they
are, and their positive or negative effect depends largely on how
workers perceive them (REF). Contrary to that, if the research
and intervention are based solely on the perception of the
subordinates, the implementation of the acquired knowledge
may not be effective (since it does not have the point of view
of the leaders).

Therefore, we propose that interventions should emphasize
the variables that make the link between the perception and
intention of the directors during the trainings as emotional
competencies. Training emotional competencies, both
individually and as a group, could be a key element for
creating positive loops in the company and therefore a healthy
organization (Ashkanasy and Dorris, 2017). Through it, both,
managers, and workers, learn to manage the group’s emotions as
well as to better relate to their environment.
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Limitations and Future Directions
Our study has certain limitations that need to be considered.
First, the results are based on self-report data and they may
be affected by social desirability bias. It would also be useful
to examine emotions and their relationship to performance in
different cultural contexts and different kinds of projects. In this
respect, the fact that we examined the hypothesized relationships
within a single organizational context limits the generalizability
of the findings. A related issue to consider here is that all the
organizations included in this study were cooperatives, whose
characteristics and functioning differ considerably from those of
other types of companies. Future studies should therefore explore
the relationships observed in different organizational contexts.

Further, even though this study had a longitudinal design,
we only used two time waves to analyze a mediation effect.
As we mentioned earlier, half-longitudinal designs are better
for studying mediation effects than pure cross-sectional designs
(Maxwell et al., 2011), but they are still vulnerable to bias. Future
research should analyze the mediation effect using a longitudinal
design with at least three time waves.

Another limitation to note is that we only considered
emotions classified as high-intensity positive emotions, those
that could be expected to have the strongest effect, based on
the literature. A task for future research would therefore be
to investigate the impact of other types of emotion on the
process of leadership.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that we did not examine
gender differences in TFL, and this may be relevant since the
leadership teams in our sample were not homogeneous in this
respect. About 30% of teams were comprised solely of men,
while the others had one or more female members; there were
no women-only leadership teams. In light of recent findings
in this context (Hackett et al., 2018), future studies should
examine whether the gender composition of teams influences the
mediation effect observed here.

Another limitation with the TFL concept is that we do not
analyze the different dimension of TFL separately. In this sense,
Van Knippenberg and Sitkin (2013) recommend the study of
specific dimensions of leadership, nevertheless, we could not
analyze the separate dimension due to the sample size. Therefore,
we recommend for future lines to analyze the dimensions
separately to analyze better the effect of leaders behavior.

Despite these limitations, our study provides interesting
empirical and longitudinal results and adds to knowledge
about the influence of emotions on organizations and effective
leadership. More specifically, it highlights the need for
organizations to focus not only on promoting TFL styles within
their management teams but also on eliciting high-intensity
positive emotions in their followers. In other words, they achieve
effective leadership which enables them to become healthy as well
as productive organizations.
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Objective: This study, aims to explore the relationship of error management climate and 
self-efficacy between preschool teachers’ proactive personality and innovative behavior.

Methods: Four hundred thirty-nine preschool teachers were tested by proactive personality 
scale, error management climate scale, general self-efficacy scale, and employee 
innovation behavior scale.

Results: Preschool teachers’ proactive personality can directly predict their innovative 
behaviors, has a significant indirect effect on innovative behaviors through error 
management climate, and has a significant indirect effect on innovative behaviors through 
self-efficacy. Error management climate and self-efficacy play a chain-mediated role in 
the relationship between preschool teachers’ proactive personality and innovative behavior.

Conclusion: Error management climate and self-efficacy play a chain-mediated role in 
the relationship between preschool teachers’ proactive personality and innovative behavior.

Keywords: preschool teachers, proactive personality, innovation behavior, error management climate, 
self-efficacy

INTRODUCTION

There is little doubt that innovation is vital for organizational success and competitive advantage 
as well as for strong education in the 21st century (Mumford and Gustafson, 1988). Hence, 
an increasing attention is paid to creativity and innovation in today’s world. More and more 
organizations are constantly seeking to maximize their capabilities to adjust to dynamic 
environments, and at the same time to generate innovation (Reuveni and Vashdi, 2015). There 
is a close relationship between innovation and creativity (Robinson and Beesley, 2010), in 
which creativity refers to the emergence of new ideas (Robinson and Beesley, 2010), and 
innovation requires the realization of these ideas. Therefore, in order to achieve good organizational 
performance, the organization must promote the creative behavior of employees as much as 
possible (Nieves et  al., 2014).

All over the world, educational management departments and schools in different countries 
will carry out educational innovation and reform in different periods to achieve the purpose 
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of improving the quality of teaching (Runhaar et  al., 2013). 
As a result, schools at all levels continue to innovate in 
education. With the development of social division of labor 
and education as a professional activity, competition and 
complexity have become an important feature of the education 
system (Miller, 2002). Schools are faced with new challenges 
and tasks when entering a new stage of development, which 
emphasizes school reform and school innovation, which will 
become a collective effort (Bryk et  al., 1999). The success of 
school reform depends fundamentally on whether teachers 
are willing to innovate and realize the goal of school reform 
and development. It also requires that during organizational 
change, when the definition of work is unclear, schools will 
have to rely more on teachers who are willing to contribute 
to successful change, regardless of formal job requirements. 
At the same time, due to the complexity of innovation, schools 
are required to adopt a more tolerant attitude toward teachers’ 
innovative behaviors (DiPaola and Hoy, 2005).

Individual innovation behavior refers to the behavior that 
individuals discover problems, generate innovative ideas or 
solutions, seek support for their innovative ideas, put them 
into practice, and finally form commercial products or services 
(Scott and Bruce, 1994). In the kindergarten organization, the 
innovative behavior of preschool teachers is finally reflected 
in the aspect of educational service activities including the 
innovation of teaching activities, curriculum, and game activity 
organization. Research shows that individual innovation behavior 
helps employees themselves, groups, and organizations to better 
complete tasks (Janssen, 2000).

At present, the research on the influencing factors of 
individual innovation behavior mainly focuses on the aspects 
of individual intelligence (Wu et  al., 2014; Örnek and Ayas, 
2015), task characteristics (Dorenbosch et  al., 2005), work 
environment (Lee and Hong, 2014), and leadership behavior 
(De Jong and Den Hartog, 2007; Reuvers et al., 2008). However, 
the research on the organizational factors of individual 
innovation behavior, especially the mismanagement climate, 
and the relationship between initiative and individual self-
efficacy and individual innovation behavior is very limited 
(Maurer et al., 2017). Therefore, to further clarify the generation 
mechanism of preschool teachers’ innovative behavior is of 
great significance for the improvement of preschool teachers’ 
innovative ability and organizational innovation level. This 
study explores the relationship between proactive personality, 
error management climate, self-efficacy, and innovative behavior 
through empirical research.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND 
THEORETICAL HYPOTHESES

Proactive Personality and Innovative 
Behavior
Bateman and Crant (1993) put forward the concept of proactive 
personality for the first time when they discussed the active 
component of organizational behavior; that is, a relatively stable 
personality or behavioral tendency of individuals who take 

active behaviors to influence the surrounding environment. 
Research shows that individuals with proactive personality tend 
to actively improve the existing environment or create a new 
environment (Crant and Bateman, 2000) and take the initiative 
to challenge the status quo rather than passively adapt and 
then show active change behavior. In school education, teachers 
with active personality and positive psychological characteristics 
will take active behaviors to change the existing environment 
and form innovative behaviors (Li et  al., 2017). The research 
also proves that teachers with high proactive personality are 
more willing to integrate into the environment of change and 
are more likely to show more innovative behaviors in teaching 
and research work (Li et  al., 2017).

Creative behavior, which is the generation of new ideas 
and the behavior of translating those ideas into action (Mumford 
and Gustafson, 1988), has long been regarded as one of the 
most important ways to judge the success of a product at the 
highest level of science, market, technology, and education 
(Mumford et  al., 2002b). The people who are considered to 
have the greatest impact on their field, and the world at large 
are also often considered to be  the ones with the most creative 
and innovative behavior in their field (Mumford et  al., 2002a). 
Many studies have explained that creative behavior is related 
to unique factors such as motivation and climate (e.g., Mumford 
et  al., 2007; Hirst et  al., 2009; Tierney and Farmer, 2011). 
Firstly, from an individual perspective this interest in the task 
itself, intrinsic motivation-leads to a deeper and more intensive 
engagement with the task, which usually results in creativity 
(Amabile, 1996). Secondly, creativity is often enacted in team 
settings (Taggar, 2002), and a given team context is likely to 
influence the extent to which individuals act according to their 
dispositions (Mischel, 1977; Kristof, 1996). Therefore, the 
atmosphere factors in the team, especially the encouraging 
environment for innovation and the tolerant atmosphere for 
errors, will have an impact on individual innovation behavior.

In school, teachers’ creative behavior mostly takes place in 
class. Teachers are creative role models in the classroom. 
Students learn from teachers’ creative personality and behavior 
(Cropley, 1994). Creative teachers are effective in cultivating 
students’ creative development (Fryer and Collings, 1991). 
A  creative teacher must possess a general capacity for self-
improvement; recognize the integrity of a student personality’s 
development, formation of personality, and the harmony of 
people as the focus of education; be  ready for dialog and 
understanding the students, be  able for improvisation, and 
collective and individual creativity; create and maintain the 
atmosphere of mutual respect, mutual tolerance, and openness 
to criticism and innovation (Gorshunova et  al., 2014).

However, teachers’ creative behaviors should not only 
be  included in teaching behaviors but also in other activities, 
especially in the organization of kindergarten, where games are 
children basic activities, so they should also be  included in the 
creation of game environment, game support, game observation, 
and other aspects. Early childhood is a very important period, 
during this period, children should be  in cognitive, language, 
health, psychological, social, and other aspects of the overall 
and high-quality support. Dhieni et  al. (2019) argue that those 
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working in the field of early childhood education should 
be  proactive and creative in order to understand how to enable 
children with great developmental potential to use their potential 
at the highest level and to provide high-quality activities for 
children in this regard. Preschool teachers provide creative 
environment and good atmosphere for children; for example, 
in kindergarten, teachers should have a good view of children 
and games to create a good environment for children games. 
Play provides a flexible atmosphere and encourages creative 
thinking because children are playing and are actually doing 
problem solving tasks (Dansky, 1980; Vandenberg, 1980; Pepler 
and Ross, 1981). In the course of the game, children easily 
explore and experiment with various solutions to different 
problems. In the course of this game, children’s creativity is 
enhanced. In the organization, employee innovation behavior 
has always been regarded as an important factor that can promote 
organizational innovation and maintain the sustainable 
development of the organization (Vessey et  al., 2014; Zhou and 
Hoever, 2014). In the organization itself, there is no stipulation 
that employees must show innovative behavior (Parker and 
Collins, 2010). Whether employees make innovative behaviors 
is not subject to external coercive constraints, and it is more 
dependent on the creative behavior tendency of employees, which 
is a kind of initiative behavior.

Proactive personality is a stable individual difference variable 
affecting active behavior, which can positively predict all proactive 
behaviors (Parker and Collins, 2010) including individual 
innovation behaviors. Studies have found that, in organizations, 
employees with high proactive personality usually have positive 
quality and higher value pursuit. They are good at finding 
problems, seeking and seizing opportunities, and taking active 
actions to promote organizational change, so as to show more 
innovative behaviors conducive to the development and 
improvement of the organization (Bateman and Crant, 1993). 
Therefore, in an organizational environment, initiative is critical 
for both the individual and the organization. Empirical studies 
also show that proactive personality has a positive effect on 
creativity such as generating innovative ideas or proposing 
solutions to problems (Kim et  al., 2010; Gong et  al., 2012). 
In the school environment, this conclusion has been confirmed 
by empirical research (Eun et al., 2012; Li et al., 2017). However, 
there is no relevant research on the relationship between 
preschool teachers’ proactive personality and creative behavior. 
In conclusion, employees with proactive personality will take 
active actions to change the surrounding environment in 
organizational work and may be more likely to exhibit innovative 
behaviors. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed 
in this study:

Hypothesis 1: Proactive personality is positively related 
to employee innovation behavior.

Proactive Personality, Error Management 
Climate, and Innovative Behavior
In an organization, errors may occur from time to time. Practice 
has proved that because people have limited access to information 

when making decisions, mistakes cannot be completely prevented 
(Zhao and Olivera, 2006). Therefore, people begin to treat 
mistakes more scientifically (Van Dyck et  al., 2005). An error 
management climate is an integral part of a positive organizational 
culture. Errors are defined as behaviors that unexpectedly 
deviate from goals or expectations. It is believed that the error 
management climate (EMC) is an organizational climate that 
can promote employees to communicate and share errors, help 
each other in the error environment, explore and analyze errors, 
reduce the negative impact of errors, and quickly reply from 
mistakes when mistakes occur (Cigularov et  al., 2010).

Innovation refers to the process of an individual producing 
an entity and applying it to the organization, while creativity 
refers to the novel and meaningful ideas and perspectives that 
an individual generates in a particular field (Ford, 1996). 
Innovation occurs when creative ideas are successfully executed 
in an organization, so individual creativity is the basis of 
innovation (Amabile et  al., 1996).

According to the creativity component theory, the generation 
of individual creativity not only requires relevant skills, 
motivation, etc., but also is affected by the external environment 
(Amabile, 1993). Therefore, as an important external 
environmental factor, the error management climate will 
inevitably have an impact on individual creativity and innovative 
behavior. When the organization has a high error management 
climate, it will create a more relaxed autonomy support 
environment. When employees are in this environment, they 
will have a stronger sense of responsibility and higher intrinsic 
motivation (Oldham and Richard Hackman, 2010). The research 
of Oldham and Cummings (1996) also believes that, compared 
with the high controlling organizational climate, more 
autonomous and supportive work has a significant positive 
impact on the innovative performance of employees by improving 
the level of motivation.

In the context of kindergarten, organizational climate refers 
to teachers’ perception of the overall environment and ideology 
of the school (Thomas, 1976; Dutta and Sahney, 2016). Teachers 
directly or indirectly perceive events, activities, and procedures 
in the workplace (Smith et  al., 1969). When such cognition 
becomes a form of common cognition among kindergarten 
teachers, it becomes part of the organizational atmosphere of 
the kindergarten. As leaders of kindergartens, decision makers 
of organizations and creators of organizational culture, principles 
of kindergartens play an important role in the formation of 
organizational climate, and the establishment of a positive 
environment (Anggraini et  al., 2018). In a school working 
environment, the school climate is a relatively enduring quality 
throughout the school, which describes the participants’ collective 
perception of daily behavior and influences their attitudes and 
behavior in school (Townley, 1991). Research shows that creating 
a positive, open climate has many benefits, including improved 
student achievement (Hoy et  al., 1998), and ratings of school 
effectiveness (Townley, 1991).

Seibert and Kraimer (2001) believe that employees with 
proactive personality tend to have more innovative thinking 
and innovation ability at work. Research has found that employee 
innovation behavior is also closely related to individual 
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psychological characteristics. For example, some studies have 
also shown that individual positive emotional factors (Conway 
and Engle, 1994; Ashby et  al., 1999; Fredrickson, 2001), job 
dissatisfaction attitude (George and Zhou, 2001), self-efficacy 
(Mathisen and Bronnick, 2009), and other factors are significantly 
correlated with employee innovation behavior.

The innovative behavior of employees is not only related 
to individual characteristics but also closely related to the 
environment. Córdoba-Vega and Naranjo-Valencia (2017) 
through empirical research, it is found that employee innovation 
behavior is significantly affected by organizational culture. 
Jaskyte and Kisieliene (2006) found that among knowledge 
workers, there is a significant positive correlation between 
employee innovation behavior and organizational culture; that 
is, the stronger the organizational learning climate is the greater 
the impact on innovative behavior.

Thus, the specific hypotheses tested in this study include 
the following:

Hypothesis 2: Error management climate mediates the 
relationship between proactive personality and 
employee innovation behavior.

Hypothesis 2a: Proactive personality is positively related 
to error management climate.

Hypothesis 2b: Error management climate is positively 
related to employee innovation behavior.

Proactive Personality, Self-Efficacy, and 
Innovative Behavior
Bandura (1989) first proposed “self-efficacy” and defined it as 
an individual belief that he  or she can accomplish a certain 
task. Self-efficacy, self-esteem, and optimism are considered to 
be  three components of personal resources that contribute to 
positive human behavior (Demerouti et  al., 2001; Bakker and 
Demerouti, 2007; Xanthopoulou et  al., 2007).

Research has confirmed that people with high levels of self-
efficacy may be  able to handle difficult tasks and also tend 
to get valuable results through persistence, which in turn 
generates intrinsic satisfaction from their work (Borgogni et al., 
2013; Peng and Mao, 2015). In the school environment, some 
studies have found that self-efficacy is related to innovative 
behavior (Nafees et  al., 2019; Soni and Bakhru, 2019). In 
kindergarten, teachers’ self-efficacy can produce more innovative 
behaviors and improve teaching quality. For example, in music 
education, preschool teachers use different teaching aids creatively 
to realize children’s perception of music (Jan and Shyan, 2010; 
Lenzo, 2014).

In this study, we  focus on the relationship between self-
efficacy and innovative behavior of preschool teachers. Few 
current studies directly focus on the relationship between 
proactive personality and self-efficacy. Xanthopoulou et  al. 
(2009) believe that self-efficacy is different from other personality 
traits; it is malleable and can change with the change 
of environment.

According to the theory of social cognition and the model 
of three-way interaction, the subject, behavior and environment 
have dynamic interaction and influence each other. Under the 
influence of the environment, the role of individual factors 
on behavior is more prominent (Bandura et  al., 1999).

Griffin et  al. (2007) believe that people with proactive 
personality are self-initiated, change oriented, and future-oriented. 
They are relatively more innovative and likely to elicit greater 
feelings of self-confidence and self-efficacy (Hsieh and Huang, 
2014). The research of Fay and Frese (2001) also confirmed 
this hypothesis. They found that proactive personalities can 
promote individuals feelings of self-efficacy, which in turn 
motivates their behavior and outcomes.

Tierney and Farmer (2002) believed that people with a 
high sense of self-efficacy, especially those with a high sense 
of self-efficacy in innovation, would get a higher innovation 
result. Ford (1996) constructed a conceptual model of individual 
creative behavior, taking efficiency information as a key 
motivational factor. Taylor and Popma (1990) found that efficacy 
beliefs have a positive effect on academic creative behavior of 
university professors. The research results on the relationship 
between innovative self-efficacy and innovative behavior also 
show that self-efficacy has a positive effect on individual 
innovative behavior.

Therefore, the specific hypotheses tested in this study include 
the following:

Hypothesis 3: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship 
between proactive personality and employee 
innovation behavior.

Hypothesis 3a: Proactive personality is positively related 
to self-efficacy.

Hypothesis 3b: Self-efficacy is positively related to 
employee innovation behavior.

Error Management Climate and Self-
Efficacy
Errors are inevitable, so the negative consequences should 
be reduced and the positive effects of errors should be magnified 
as the core idea of the error management atmosphere (Van 
Dyck et  al., 2005). Any innovative activities and behaviors are 
the results of behaviors under the uncertain environment (Frese 
and Keith, 2015). The basic premise in the system approach 
is that humans are fallible and errors are to be  expected, even 
in the best organizations (Reason, 2000). In a school environment, 
leaders, teachers, and students make mistakes in many ways. 
In kindergarten, preschool teachers inevitably make mistakes 
when they carry out innovative activities.

According to social information processing theory, individual 
psychology and behavior are not only determined by individual 
needs or goals but also influenced by environmental factors 
(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Gurbin (2015) also believes that 
the individual information processing process is to a large 
extent affected by the social and cultural environment where 

80

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Pan et al. Proactive Personality and Innovative Behavior

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 734484

the individual is, such as the organization, national culture, 
personal preference, and other factors; this influence runs 
through the whole process of information processing. According 
to social information processing theory, individual self-perception 
is mainly influenced by individual attribution style.

The organizational climate perceived by employees will 
provide an important basis for the attitude and behavior of 
employees. In kindergartens, when preschool teachers make 
mistakes, they can feel the organizational atmosphere of tolerance, 
so the creative behaviors of teachers will be further encouraged. 
According to the stimulus-cognition-response model (S-C-R) 
proposed by Tolman, cognition is considered to be an individual 
process of organizing and interpreting information from the 
outside world (Young and Tolman, 1933). Employees’ creativity 
and self-efficacy are easily affected by the work environment 
and atmosphere. As an organizational environment, the error 
management atmosphere will undoubtedly affect employees’ 
self-efficacy and innovative behavior (Eder and Eisenberger, 
2008). When the organizational environment is shown as support 
and encouragement, the external pressure of individuals will 
be released, and the motivation of individual innovation behavior 
will be  improved.

In conclusion, we  put forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4: Error management climate is positively 
related to self-efficacy.

Hypothesis 5: Error management climate and self-
efficacy sequentially mediate the relationship between 
proactive personality and employee innovation behavior.

A conceptual model of error management climate and self-
efficacy sequentially mediate the relationship between proactive 
personality and employee innovation behavior is presented in 
Figure  1. In addition, the conceptual model presents also the 
hypotheses under study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
This study adopts convenient stratified sampling, sampling 
kindergartens of different natures in five districts of Jinan 
City, Shandong Province. The kindergarten teachers 
participating in this survey are all full-time teachers on 
duty. To ensure the representativeness of the sample, the 
demographic distribution characteristics of the kindergarten 
teachers participating in the survey are analyzed. The formal 
test will be  conducted by preschool education interns who 
have received unified training. After communicating with 
the kindergarten’s leader, the questionnaire will be distributed 
and collected online. Unified instructions were used for 
each test, and the confidentiality of the survey was emphasized 
to ensure the validity and authenticity of the questionnaire. 
A total of 500 questionnaires were sent out, of which 458 
were actually recovered. After eliminating the serious data 
missing and incomplete questionnaires, 439 were effectively 

received with an effective recovery of 87.8%. Among them, 
14 preschool teachers (3.2%) were male, 425 (96.8%) were 
female, 141 (32.1%) were public kindergartens, and 298 
(67.9%) were private kindergartens. In terms of the level 
of the park, 102 people (23.2%) were in the provincial first-
level park, 167 people (38%) were in the provincial second-
level park, and 170 people (38.7%) were in the provincial 
third-level park. In terms of teaching age, the average teaching 
age was 3.506 years and the SD was 1.477. Before analysis, 
the kurtosis and skewness of the data were tested, the main 
scale distribution shows enough normality indices; this allows 
us to take this into consideration for more in-depth statistical 
inferential analyses.

Measures
Proactive Personality Scale
Yang and Chau (2016) revised the Proactive Personality Scale. 
The revised Proactive Personality Scale contains 10 items. The 
Chinese version was revised by Shang and Gan (2009). The 
results also show that the Chinese version of the scale has 
good convergent validity, discriminant validity, and predictive 
validity. A sample item was “Wherever I  have been, I  have 
been a powerful force for constructive change.” The survey 
questionnaire was measured with a seven-scale Likert scale. 
The questionnaire was measured with seven-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly inconsistent and 7 = strongly consistent). In this 
study, Cronbach’s α value was 0.917.

Error Management Climate Scale
Van Dyck et  al. (2005) divided the error management climate 
into four dimensions, namely error learning (five items), error 
thinking (five items), error ability (five items), and error 
communication (five items), with a total of 20 items. The scale 
has been proved to have good reliability and validity in China 
(Chen et  al., 2020). The sample items were “If team members 
are unable to continue their work after an error, they can rely 
on others” and “When mastering a task, team members can 
learn a lot from their mistakes.” Survey questionnaire was 
measured with seven-point Likert scale for measuring (1 = very 
does not comply and 7 = very accord with), the higher the 
score indicates that employees within the organization on error 
management climate, the higher the perception. In this study, 
Cronbach’s α value was 0.851, and the Cronbach’s α value of 
the four dimensions were 0.715, 0.716, 0.722, and 0.727, 
respectively.

General Self-Efficacy Scale
Measurement of Self-efficacy used the General Self-efficacy 
Scale (GSES), which was originally compiled by Schwarzer 
and Jerusalem (1995). The scale has been proved to have good 
reliability and validity in China (Zhang and Schwarzer, 1995). 
A sample item was “It is easy for me to stick to my aims 
and accomplish my goals.” The scale had 10 questions and 
adopted Likert four-point scoring method (1 = completely 
incorrect and 4 = completely correct). In this study, Cronbach’s 
α value was 0.806.
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Scale of Employee Innovative Behavior
The six-item Scale of employee innovative behavior developed 
by Scott and Bruce (1994). This scale has good reliability 
and validity in China and is used in many empirical studies 
(Cao and Zhang, 2020; Hou et  al., 2020). A sample item 
was “Promotes and champions ideas to others.” The survey 
questionnaire was measured with a seven-scale Likert scale, 
and the respondents were asked to evaluate their own 
innovation performance. The questionnaire was measured 
with seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly inconsistent and 
7 = strongly consistent), with higher scores indicating higher 
creative performance. In this study, Cronbach’s α value 
was 0.796.

Statistical Methods and Analysis Ideas
In this study, SPSS22.0 and MplusVersion 8.3 were used 
for data analysis, among which SPSS was mainly used for 
data consolidation and descriptive statistical analysis. Mplus 
is mainly used for model verification. Participants missing 
descriptive data or missing many data points were dealt 
with when running the analysis by means of list wise deletion. 
We  take the gender of preschool teachers, teaching years, 
kindergarten nature, and kindergarten grade as the control 
variables. Gender was dummy coded (0 = female and 1 = male), 
the nature of kindergarten was dummy coded (0 = public 
kindergarten and 1 = private kindergarten).

RESULTS

Test of Common Method Deviation
Using Harman single factor test method, 10 factors with 
characteristic root greater than 1 were obtained. The explanation 
rate of the first factor is 22.10%, which is less than the cut-off 

value of 40% (Podsakoff et  al., 2003), indicating that there is 
no significant common method bias in this study.

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
Table  1 lists the major variables and Pearson correlation 
coefficients between each dimension. As can be  seen from 
Table 1, employee innovation behavior is significantly positively 
correlated with proactive personality, error management 
atmosphere, and self-efficacy. According to the views of Tsui 
et  al. (1995), the critical value of the correlation level with 
serious multicollinearity problems is generally more than 0.75. 
In this study, the correlation coefficient of all variables is less 
than 0.6, and there is no serious multicollinearity problem 
among the major variables.

Model Inspection
The model was fitted by Mplus, the fitting index of the model 
was ML χ2 = 954.141, df = 507, χ2/df = 1.882, CFI = 0.914, 
TFI = 0.906, RMSEA = 0.045, SRMR = 0.054. Each index is in 
an acceptable range, and the model is ideal. See Table  2.

The Significance Test of Mediating Effect
On the basis of good model fitting, the Bootstrap program 
of Mplus was used to repeat the sample for 5,000 times. The 
results show that the path coefficients of proactive personality, 
error management climate, self-efficacy, and employee innovation 
behavior are all significant.

Proactive personality is positively related to employee 
innovation behavior (β = 0.309, p < 0.001), supporting H1. 
Proactive personality is positively related to error management 
climate (β = 0.374, p < 0.001), supporting H2. Error management 
climate is positively related to employee innovation behavior 
(β = 0.44, p < 0.001), supporting H2b. Proactive personality is 
positively related to self-efficacy (β = 0.198, p = 0.002), supporting 

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical hypotheses.
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H3a. Self-efficacy is positively related to employee innovation 
behavior (β = 0.318, p < 0.001), supporting H3b. Error management 
climate is positively related to self-efficacy (β = 0.248, p < 0.001), 
supporting H4. See Table  3.

Table  4 shows the indirect effects of the study path. Error 
management climate mediates the relationship between proactive 
personality and employee innovation behavior (β = 0.104, 
p < 0.001), with 95% CI (0.066–0.156), excluding 0, supporting 
H2, and the mediating effect accounted for 29.05%.

Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between proactive 
personality and employee innovation behavior (β = 0.04, p = 0.007), 
with 95% CI (0.015–0.074), excluding 0, supporting H3, and 
the mediating effect accounted for 11.17%.

Error management climate and self-efficacy sequentially 
mediate the relationship between proactive personality and 
employee innovation behavior (β = 0.019, p = 0.004), with 95% 
CI (0.009–0.035), excluding 0, supporting H5, and the mediating 
effect accounted for 5.31%. See Figure  2.

DISCUSSION

From the aspect of proactive personality trait and 
organizational level, this study probes into preschool teachers’ 
proactive personality and innovative behavior in kindergarten 
and its influencing mechanism. Previous studies have found 
that proactive personality is related to employees’ innovative 
behavior (Giebels et  al., 2016; Fumeng, 2018; Afsar et  al., 
2020) and self-efficacy (Travis and Freeman, 2017; 
Premchandran and Priyadarshi, 2019). Error management 
atmosphere is also related to employee innovation behavior 
(Hagen, 2018). However, no relevant studies have investigated 
the sequential indirect effects of error management 
atmosphere and self-efficacy on proactive personality and 
employee innovation behavior. This study found that the 
proactive personality does not predict individual innovation 
behavior by itself, but indirectly influences it, through the 
mediating effect of the climate of error management and 
self-efficacy. This is an important contribution to the research 
on the relationship between proactive personality and 
innovative behavior.

In addition, another important finding of this study is 
that error management is the factor that plays a decisive 
role in creating a climate of innovation, much more than TA
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TABLE 2 | Fit indices of the model.

Fit indices Recommended 
threshold

Scores Remarks

ML χ2 - 954.141 -
Df - 507 -
χ2/df 1 < χ2/df < 3 1.882 Acceptable
CFI >0.9 0.914 Acceptable
TLI >0.9 0.906 Acceptable
RMSEA <0.08 0.045 Acceptable
SRMR <0.08 0.054 Acceptable
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TABLE 4 | The indirect effect of the research paths.

Path Std. Est. S.E. Est./S.E. p Boot LLCI Boot ULCI The proportion  
of the effect (%)

H2:PP → EMC → EIB 0.104 0.022 4.638 *** 0.066 0.156 29.05
H3:PP → SE → EIB 0.04 0.015 2.686 0.007 0.015 0.074 11.17
H5:PP → EMC → SE → EIB 0.019 0.007 2.851 0.004 0.009 0.035 5.31
TOTALIND 0.162 0.026 6.313 *** 0.117 0.219 45.25
TOTAL 0.358 0.042 8.513 *** 0.281 0.447 100.00

***p < 0.001.

self-efficacy. This research result has important theoretical 
contribution. According to the theory of creativity composition, 
the generation of individual creativity not only requires 
relevant skills and motivations but also is affected by external 
environment (Amabile, 1993). However, no relevant research 
has proved that individual internal motivation, especially 
individual self-efficacy and external environment which factor 
plays a higher degree of influence or decisive role. This 
finding will provide better empirical evidence for 
innovation theory.

Proactive personality plays an important role in promoting 
employee innovation behaviors. In kindergartens, preschool 
teachers with proactive personality should give full play to 

their important role in curriculum innovation, teaching 
activity innovation, and kindergarten organization innovation. 
Only by fully mobilizing their innovation abilities and 
innovation level we  can further improve the innovation 
ability of kindergartens. The mediating effect shows that 
proactive personality can not only directly predict individual 
innovation behavior but also indirectly influence individual 
innovation behavior through the chain mediating effect of 
error management climate and self-efficacy. Organizations 
with a good error management atmosphere view errors as 
inevitable, accept this reality and optimize their workflow 
based on it. Employees’ creativity is often affected by the 
surrounding environment (Sokol et  al., 2015).

TABLE 3 | The direct effect of the research paths and research model hypothesis analysis.

DV IV Std. Est. S.E. Est./S.E. p R2 Hypo and path Remarks

EIB PP 0.309 0.045 6.859 *** 0.644 H1:PP → EIB Support
EMC 0.44 0.051 8.617 *** H2b:EMC → EIB Support
SE 0.318 0.058 5.477 *** H3b:SE → EIB Support

EMC PP 0.374 0.054 6.881 *** 0.151 H2a:PP → EMC Support
SE PP 0.198 0.062 3.162 0.002 0.201 H3a:PP → SE Support

EMC 0.248 0.062 3.977 *** H4:EMC → SE Support

***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 2 | Structural equation.
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An environment that provides a framework for innovative 
action, consistent with the core characteristics associated 
with creative activity, seems likely to facilitate innovation. 
Thus, supporting autonomy or building organizations and 
educational systems that tolerate error may increase the 
likelihood of innovative achievement. However, given the 
climate, some different emergency measures may be required, 
depending on the style of innovation one wants to encourage. 
An atmosphere that encourages risk-taking and open 
questioning, while emphasizing the value of different 
experiences, multiple understandings, new understandings, 
and even a total acceptance and tolerance of wrongdoing, 
seems more useful. Good kindergartens should pay special 
attention to organizational environment for innovation 
behavior to promote preschool teachers and the formation 
of good atmosphere of error management, error of preschool 
teachers’ behavior is a tolerant attitude, further high employee 
self-efficacy, advocacy of preschool teachers learn by mistakes 
nothing wrong, wrong thinking, communication, further 
development of innovative behavior. Preschool teachers are 
not only the main body of individual innovation, the main 
body of curriculum innovation and the formation of the 
core competitiveness of kindergartens, but also the important 
activity leader and important influence in the education 
link, whose innovation ability and innovation level determine 
the level of our early childhood education, determine the 
quality of early childhood education. The formation of 
kindergarten innovation atmosphere and good kindergarten 
mental health environment need leaders to be  tolerant of 
individual mistakes, need to have a sound error management 
mechanism and good error management atmosphere.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
DIRECTIONS

Firstly, the results are from self-reported data, and future 
studies might consider using more objective indicators. 
Secondly, the methods used in this study are horizontal and 
do not reflect the long-term performance of the mechanisms 
examined in this study. Particularly, in an emergency context 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic which is having a relevant 
impact on the experience of work, underlining how urgent 
it is to promote workers’ proactive role in error management 
at work (Galanti, 2021). Future research should take into 
account the error management of kindergarten organizations 
in emergency situations caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Finally, the study comprises possible mediators but other 
mediating effects from other variables should be  included 
in the relationship between both constructs. In the unique 
environment of kindergartens, future research should also 
consider the importance of individual and organizational 
contributions to organizational safety management, emphasize 
the existing links between safety promotion and employee 
motivation and involvement (Galanti et al., 2021) and examine 
the impact of organizational error management climate on 
preschool teachers.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study suggest that proactive personality 
is significantly and positively related to innovative behavior. 
Proactive personality not only affects innovation behavior 
through error management climate but also affects innovation 
behavior through self-efficacy. In addition, the most important 
finding of this study is that error management climate and 
self-efficacy play a chain intermediary role in the relationship 
between preschool teachers’ proactive personality and innovative 
behavior. Moreover, among the two sequential mediating 
factors, error management is the factor that plays a decisive 
role in creating a climate of innovation, much more than 
self-efficacy. We  believe that these findings can contribute to 
our research the literature on innovative behavior as well as 
management practices.
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The aim of this study is to examine whether gender and status moderate the
teacher–student relationship (TSR) and the perception of dehumanization in teachers
and students. A total of 528 participants from a university in Laguna (74%
students and 26% professors) completed a questionnaire based on the TSR scale,
organizational dehumanization, and demographic variables. PROCESS, a mediation
and moderation package, was used to analyze data. The results indicated that
ingroup–outgroup relationship significantly influences the perception of organizational
dehumanization (p < 0.001). In addition, gender (p < 0.001) and status (p < 0.001)
have moderating roles. Specifically, female students are at most risk of perceiving
themselves dehumanized, and males with high status (teachers) are less vulnerable to
dehumanization. These findings are highly significant for the advancement of knowledge
of the intergroup relationship and organizational dehumanization and have practical
implications for teachers and students.

Keywords: organizational dehumanization, gender, status, teacher–student relationship, moderation

INTRODUCTION

The theory of dehumanization was recently introduced in the organizational context (Christoff,
2014; Caesens et al., 2017) and is defined as employees’ perception of feeling like objects or machines
(Haslam, 2006). Dehumanization can be mechanistic and animalistic, and this has been referred
to as the “dual of dehumanization” theory. Mechanistic dehumanization involves the denial of
attributes that differentiate humans from inert objects, e.g., interpersonal warmth and emotional
responsiveness. This form is especially relevant in contexts such as technology and medicine.
Second, animalistic dehumanization refers to the denial of characteristics that distinguish humans
from animals. This form is mainly mentioned in contexts of ethnicity, immigration, and war
(Nguyen et al., 2021).

Studies have investigated the effects that cause a high/low perception of organizational
dehumanization and its relationship with other organizational variables such as job satisfaction,
turnover, psychosomatic tension, authentic leadership, organizational citizenship behavior, and
emotional exhaustion (Caesens et al., 2019; Sarwar, 2020; Arriagada-Venegas et al., 2021).
These studies found that employees who perceived themselves as dehumanized had lower
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levels of organizational citizenship behavior, and job satisfaction,
and higher levels of turnover intentions. However, how
organizational dehumanization affects educational settings,
such as the university context, and how the teacher–
student relationship (TSR) influences Students’ perceptions
of dehumanizations, is still is unknown. The significance of
this study is that it examines how the relationship between
ingroup (students) and outgroup (teachers) influences Students’
organizational dehumanization. In addition, two moderating
variables, status and gender, are analyzed. The aim of this study
is to analyze how the relationship with the outgroup influences
ingroup dehumanization and how outgroup status (considering
that teachers are high status and students are low status) and
ingroup gender affect ingroup dehumanization.

Organizational dehumanization analyzes the denial or
lesser attribution of humanity toward workers or leaders
of organizations, who can be considered or metaphorized
as objects. Dehumanization in organizations is a negative
experience that affects the individual and is likely to dissociate
from the organization (Bell and Khoury, 2011). Christoff (2014)
states that dehumanization in the organization can harm the
well-being of workers, as it increases their level of anxiety or
depression. In the same vein, Baldissarri et al. (2014) found that
workers who felt perceived as an instrument by their supervisor
reported higher levels of burnout. Andrighetto et al. (2017)
show that several key characteristics of work, such as repetition
of movements, fragmentation of activities, and dependency,
increase the perception of mechanistic dehumanization in
workers. In addition, research results Bell and Khoury’s
(2016) showed that organizational justice reduced workers’
perceptions of dehumanization by satisfying the principles of
equality and treatment.

When people are mechanically dehumanized, they are
considered as objects, as beings lacking the capacity to
feel. These people enter states of “cognitive deconstructive”
characterized by diminished clarity of thought, emotional
numbness, and cognitive inflexibility. The experience of this type
of dehumanization leads to pervasive emotions of sadness, anger,
guilt, and shame (Bastian and Haslam, 2011). Furthermore, when
a person is dehumanized, their status is reduced and attitudes
of condescension and degradation are maintained by perceiving
them as incompetent and unsophisticated (Vohs et al., 2007).

According to the TSR perspective, teachers evidence
important ethical principles and virtues when they obtain and
generate pleasant, caring, and understanding relationships
toward the student and also demonstrate fairness, compassion,
and understanding (Campbell, 2003). In addition, close and
supportive relationships, characterized by open communication,
trust, and responsiveness, provide students with emotional
security to cope more effectively with academic and social
stressors and to perceive a sense of belonging in the classroom
context (Bosman et al., 2018; Hughes and Cao, 2018). Applying
this perspective, researchers have assessed mainly two dimensions
of TSR, consisting of teacher–student closeness and conflict.
Teacher–student closeness is characterized by supportive
relationships, mutual responsiveness, high positive affect, and
emotional closeness. In contrast, teacher–student conflict reflects

discordant and insensitive relationships with a high level of
negative affect and hostility (O’Connor et al., 2012). Therefore,
Students’ well-being, motivation, engagement, and achievement
will depend on how teachers meet their basic needs (Ryan and
Deci, 2017). On the other hand, dehumanization theory has
opposite consequences, such as social ostracism, that generate
leads to seeing oneself as an object, emotionally inert, cold, and
rigid (Haslam et al., 2005; Andrighetto et al., 2017). According to
the above information, our hypothesis is as follows:

H1: The TSR has an impact on the perception of
organizational dehumanization. Specifically, the closer and
warmer the relationship between teacher and student, the lower
the Student’s perception of dehumanization.

The gender variable has been used in numerous studies as
a moderating variable (Lietaert et al., 2015; He et al., 2019;
Sladek et al., 2020). Several authors studied that in the case of
the impact of TSR on Students’ learning behavior, it may be
different for men and women (Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Roorda
et al., 2011; Thornberg et al., 2020). According to the gender
role socialization perspective, girls may benefit more from close
relationships with the teacher because closeness is consistent
with the greater intimacy and affiliation in social relationships
expected of them (Maccoby, 1999). In addition, they may be more
blocked by conflictive TSR because conflict-related behaviors,
such as aggression and dominance, are generally less accepted
for girls than for boys (Ewing and Taylor, 2009). In this study,
gender is theorized to be an influencing factor between the
relationship within ingroup–outgroup and dehumanization of
ingroup. Therefore, the second hypothesis is:

H2: Gender (male/female) will moderate the relationship
between the TSR and organizational dehumanization.

Status has been studied under the theory of infrahumanization
and organizational dehumanization with different results. Based
on the infrahumanization theory, Brauer (2001) and Rodríguez-
Pérez et al. (2011) demonstrated that the socioeconomic level
is not decisive for the attribution of more or less humanity
to the outgroup.

On the other hand, Turner and Reynolds’ (2010) research
on social identity asserted that when status differences are
perceived as legitimate, members of low-status groups show
outgroup favoritism whereas members of high-status groups
show ingroup favoritism. Moreover, Russo and Mosso (2019)
analyzed dehumanization under the theory of legitimacy of
status and corroborated that ingroup does not dehumanize the
outgroup when the outgroup is perceived as legitimately superior
by the ingroup. Therefore, the aim of this study is to demonstrate
whether the ingroup is perceived as dehumanizing depending on
the status and the relationship with the outgroup.

H3: Status (low/high) moderates the relationship with the
outgroup and the organizational dehumanization perception.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
A total of 528 participants completed the study; 66% (350/528)
of them were women. Participants were professors (26%)
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and students (74%) from different faculties (Humanities and
Arts, Social and Legal Sciences, Health Sciences, Sciences and
Engineering, and Architecture) ranging in age from 18 to 68
(mean 30.18, SD 14.23).

Instruments
Organizational Dehumanization
Organizational dehumanization was assessed using the
Organizational Dehumanization Scale of Caesens et al. (2017),
adapted to Spanish by Ariño-Mateo et al. (in press). It consists
of 10 items that are answered on a Likert scale from 1 (“total
disagreement”) to 7 (“total agreement”). The example item is
“My faculty treats me as a tool for their own success.” Cronbach’s
alpha in this study was 0.935 and McDonald’s omega was 0.938.

Relationship With the Outgroup
The relationship between professors and students was measured
by means of an instrument composed of four items developed
for this study. Participants responded on a Likert scale from 1
(“total disagreement”) to 7 (“total agreement”). The questions
were oriented according to the responding group, students (low
status) and teachers (high status). An example is “I feel valued
by the teachers who teach me” in the case of students and “I
perceive my relationship with the class group I teach as good”
for teachers. Cronbach’s alpha in this study was 0.821, and
McDonald’s omega was 0.879.

A confirmatory factor analysis was performed for each
instrument using the JASP software. Table 1 shows the results,
which indicate that each instrument is correctly adjusted.

Design and Procedure
Participants were contacted at the institutional email and were
voluntarily invited to complete the survey by clicking on the
link. The survey was prepared using Google Forms Instructions
for completing the questionnaires appeared on the survey home
page and in the email. The questionnaire consisted of two
sections. The first section asked for sociodemographic data and
characteristics of the participants, and the second section focused
on the study variables.

A 2-week period was provided for the completion of the
questionnaire, which could be completed in 10 min. The
moderating model was calculated using PROCESS, a mediation
and moderation software package (Hayes, 2012).

Analysis
Descriptive, correlational, and moderation analyses were
performed. Relationship with others was considered as an

TABLE 1 | CFA results of the scales used in the study.

χ2 df χ2/df SRMR RMSEA CFI TLI

Organizational dehumanization 86.192 25 3.44 0.06 0.03 0.98 0.97

Relationship with the outgroup 62.60 31.3 2.77 0.03 0.24 0.94 0.84

N = 528.
SRMR, standardized root-mean-square residual; RMSEA, root-mean-square error
of approximation; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index.

independent variable, organizational dehumanization as a
dependent, and status and gender as moderating variables.
The moderator model of analysis measured: (b1) the effect
of the relationship with the outgroup on organizational
dehumanization; (b2) the effect of participant status (high/low)
on organizational dehumanization; (b3) the effect of gender
on the organizational dehumanization; (b4) the interaction
effect of relationship with the outgroup and participant
status on the organizational dehumanization; and (b5) the
interaction effect of relationship with the outgroup and gender
on organizational dehumanization. Figure 1 shows the proposed
model.

RESULTS

Results of Psychometric Adjustment of
the Instruments
Confirmatory factor analysis was applied to analyze the construct
validity of the instruments used (Table 1). In the case of the
organization dehumanization scale, the indicators show that
the model fits well, X2 = 86.19, df = 25, X2/df = 3.44 (< 3),
SRMR = 0.03 (< 0.08), RMSEA = 0.06 (< 0.08), CFI = 0.98
(> 0.90), and TLI = 0.97 meet the criteria described. The
relationship with the outgroup was also correctly adjusted
(X2 = 62.60; df = 2 and X2/df = 2.57; SRMR = 0.03;
RMSEA = 0.24; CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.84).

Table 2 shows the means, SD, and correlations of the study
variables. The results indicated a mean of 4.47 (SD = 1.51) for
outgroup relationships and 4.25 (SD = 1.61) for organizational
dehumanization. Both scales have the same range of 1 as
minimum and 7 as maximum. The t-test was calculated to

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics of relationship with the outgroup and
organizational dehumanization and correlation matrix between the study variables
of the total sample.

Min Max Mean SD 1 2

Relationship with
the outgroup

1 7 4.47 1.51 (0.870;
0.880) 1

−0.405**

Organizational
dehumanization

1 7 4.25 1.61 (0.936;
0.937) 1

N = 528. **p < .01.

TABLE 3 | Moderation model using status and gender between relationship with
the outgroup and organizational dehumanization.

Variables Coefficient T P LLCI ULCI

Constant 4.97 11.43 0.000 4.12 5.83

Gender 1.52 3.75 0.000 0.73 2.32

Rel −0.25 −3.31 0.001 −0.39 −0.10

RelXGender −0.25 −2.94 0.004 −0.42 −0.08

Status 2.86 3.28 0.001 1.15 4.57

RelXStatus −0.56 −3.74 0.000 −0.86 −0.27

95% level of confidence. Rel, Relationship with the outgroup. The reference group
is men.
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FIGURE 1 | Model of moderation between TSR, status, gender, and organizational dehumanization.

FIGURE 2 | Conditional effect that the relationship with the outgroup has on the perception of organizational dehumanization by gender and status.

measure the correlation between gender and status with the
outgroup relationship. In relation to the TSR, there is a significant
difference in gender (t = 2.481, p < 0.01) and status (t = 16.234,
p < 0.01 In the case of organizational dehumanization, the
Pearson test was used, where the results indicate a negative
correlation (r = −0.405, p < 0.01). Thus, empirical support was
obtained for Hypothesis 1, that is, the TSR is negatively related to
the perception of organizational dehumanization.

Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and
Moderation Analysis
Table 3 presents the empirical contrast of Hypotheses 1, 2, and
3. The first hypothesis is confirmed by the results since there
is a significant effect on Students’ dehumanization according to
the relationship they have with teachers (p < 0.001). That is, the
better the relationship, the lower the perceived dehumanization.
In relation to Hypotheses 2 and 3, these are also confirmed.

The results show that the relationships between the outgroup
and organizational dehumanization are moderated by status
(p < 0.001) and gender (p < 0.001).

Figure 2 shows that the effect of the relationship with the
outgroup (teachers-students) on organizational dehumanization
is affected by status, specifically low-status participants
(students). That is, the better the relationship with teachers, the
fewer students perceive themselves to be dehumanized by the
organization, regardless of gender: men (−0.403, p < 0.01) and
women (−0.652, p < 0.01). However, when the status is high,
this effect is not significant for both men (1.0952, p > 0.01) and
women (−0.6195, p > 0.01), so we cannot confirm that teachers
are dehumanized by the outgroup. Furthermore, gender plays
an important role, since when the participant group is in the
low status, the effect of the relationship with high status on the
perception of dehumanization affects women more than men
(1.52, p < 0.01).
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DISCUSSION

This work represents an advance in the understanding of the
variables and contexts of organizational dehumanization, such
as gender and educational environment, which have not been
previously investigated. For this study, three hypotheses were
tested and accepted.

In regard to the gender variable, women have a higher
perception of organizational dehumanization than men when
they have the same relationship with the high-status outgroup.
This result goes on the same line with the socialization
perspective which corroborates that a poor relationship with the
outgroup affects women more significantly than men (Maccoby,
1999; Thornberg et al., 2020).

Moreover, these findings have a great effect in practice for
several reasons. First, this study reveals that female employees
who do not have a close or good relationship with their
leader are more likely to be organizationally dehumanized.
Second, individuals with high perceived dehumanization
tend to have consequences such as psychosomatic stress,
emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, and organizational
citizenship behaviors (Caesens et al., 2017; Sarwar, 2020;
Arriagada-Venegas et al., 2021). Therefore, the contribution
of this research to gender issues is interesting, and future
research is needed on how the aforementioned effects are
influenced by gender.

Second, this research also contributes to the understanding
of how status operates in organizational dehumanization.
As we have previously commented, there is research that
claims that status does not influence the attribution of
greater or lesser humanity to the outgroup (Rodríguez-
Pérez et al., 2011). Nevertheless, more recent studies
confirmed the importance of the legitimacy of status
and how the outgroup was less infrahumanized when
it was legitimately perceived by the ingroup (Russo and
Mosso, 2019). In this research, we have gone a step
further and demonstrated that status affects our own
perception of dehumanization and that it also moderates
the relationship between the outgroup and the attribution
of humanization.

Finally, the most representative of this article is how gender
and status affect organizational dehumanization, such that
women with lower organizational rank perceived themselves
to be more dehumanized than men when the relationship
with the high-status group is not close or just good. On the
other hand, the high-status group, regardless of gender, has a
less dehumanizing effect, meaning that women and men are
independently perceived as less dehumanized when they are in
a high-status role.

Consequently, women with low status have the worst
perceptions of dehumanization. This last finding is interesting
because it provides a hierarchy between the preponderance of
gender and status.

Regarding the applied implications of the results of this
study, there is at least one line of potentially useful practical
suggestions for educational establishments and organizations in
various settings. First, teachers or high-status people should

be aware of how their position affects the perception of
dehumanization in others, especially in low-status women
outgroup. Because in this way corrective measures can be taken
to reduce the negative effects of organizational dehumanization
on those of low status, as well as in the case of women.
Furthermore, the organization should take special care of female
employees, as they are generally much more susceptible to
being organizationally dehumanized, and should consider that
for this gender is crucial to have a close and good relationship
in the organization.

For future research, it would be very interesting to analyze the
effects that organizational dehumanization has across different
types of organizations according to hierarchy because this
research looked for differences in status in the university context
where hierarchy is marked. It could be possible that organizations
with flat hierarchies have low differences in the perception
of organizational dehumanization of their employees (in low
and high status).

Despite the various contributions provided, it is necessary to
point out the limitations of this study that should be considered
for future research. This study had a cross-sectional approach,
and it is recommended to carry out experimental or longitudinal
studies to rectify the results presented over a long period of time.

CONCLUSION

This research contributes to the understanding of organizational
dehumanization theory and other variables such as gender,
status, type of relationship within groups, and the organizational
contexts, specifically the university context. The main conclusion
is the importance for women to have a close relationship with
the professor to avoid the perception of being dehumanized in
the university. Further research is needed to investigate how
organizational dehumanization is different by gender and what
other variables affect dehumanization.
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Internal control is a branch of accounting subject, and accounting control and risk
management are the core of enterprise internal control. Previous studies have shown
that high-quality internal control inhibits or regulates managerial overconfidence (MOC).
However, it is believed that the influential factors of internal-control quality (ICQ) are
normally objective factors, such as corporate characteristics, financial status, and
governance structure. Corresponding to another type of constituent element, that is, the
subjective factor, which we called internal-control willingness, has not been explored.
In this study, we defined internal-control willingness as the degrees of the subjective
initiative of the internal-control construction and execution activities of enterprises. In
addition, we proposed a method to measure internal-control willingness based on
text analysis and principal component analysis using Python, and then, we tested its
impact on ICQ and MOC. Our findings are as follows: (A) internal-control willingness
has a positive impact on ICQ, and (B) internal-control willingness lowers MOC. Our
study introduces subjective initiative factors into the field of internal control and also
extends the understanding of internal-control theory. Based on empirical conclusions,
we suggested that regulatory authorities and corporate boards improve incentive
mechanisms to jointly strengthen the internal-control willingness of all employees, so
as to help enterprise managers operate rationally.

Keywords: willingness, managerial overconfidence, internal-control quality, internal-control willingness,
internal control

INTRODUCTION

Internal control is a branch of accounting subject, and accounting control and risk management
are the core of enterprise internal control (COSO, 1992, 2004; Sarbanes and Oxley, 2002). At the
same time, Willingness, as a term in psychology, is mainly used in the field of economics to measure
the degree of the subjective will of actors, such as willingness to disclose financial information and
willingness to pay (Hanemann, 1991; Elliott et al., 2014). Internal-control willingness, according
to the psychological definition of willingness and its application in the accounting field, proposed
in this study, is to measure the degrees of the subjective initiative of internal-control activities
of enterprises. This subjective initiative, specifically, is the collective willingness of governance,
management, and all employees (COSO, 1992; Ministry of Finance of China, 2008).

Does internal-control willingness matter? Ever since there has been any business firm, there
has been internal control, which arises from the willingness of a business to engage in internal
control so that it can succeed in the marketplace (Krishnan, 2005). As can be reasonably expected,
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this internal-control willingness varies from firm to firm. The
importance of internal-control willingness and its variations are
apparent even after many rules and regulations are codified
(Ministry of Finance of China, 2008; COSO, 2013, 2017).
For example, although the accounting rules and regulations
governing all US firms are the same, Enron committed extremely
serious mistakes (Deakin and Konzelmann, 2004). Thus, it
must be that Enron had a different degree of internal-
control willingness than other firms, which led to managerial
overconfidence (MOC) and deliberately deviating from internal-
control supervision.

Although internal-control willingness is important, it is
difficult to observe. It is the reason why the studies in this
field are almost blank. In traditional cognition, it is believed
that the influential factors of internal-control quality (ICQ)
are normally objective factors, such as corporate characteristics,
financial status, and governance structure (Ashbaugh-Skaife
et al., 2007; Doyle et al., 2007). The subjective initiative of internal
control, that is, the internal-control willingness, has been ignored.
Therefore, it is still necessary to explore whether the internal-
control willingness of enterprises can affect MOC.

Our first contribution in this study is to introduce a
methodology that quantifies internal-control willingness based
on text analysis and principal component analysis (PCA) using
Python. Empirical evidence shows that the internal-control
willingness we designed has a positive impact on ICQ. Our
second contribution is to show that, consistent with theoretical
predictions, the internal-control willingness of enterprise lowers
MOC. Our study introduces subjective initiative factors into the
field of internal control and also extends the understanding of
internal-control theory.

This study proceeds as follows. “Theoretical basis, literature
review, and research hypotheses” section reviews previous
literature, elaborates on the theoretical analysis, and develops
research hypotheses. “Research design, variables, and data
sources” section describes the research design, variables, and
data sources. “Empirical results and analysis” section reports
and analyzes empirical results. “Robustness tests” section reports
various robustness checks. “Conclusion and discussion” section
presents the conclusion and research implications.

THEORETICAL BASIS, LITERATURE
REVIEW, AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

Theoretical Basis and Literature Review
Internal control is a branch of accounting subject, which is
based on financial internal control. The earliest professional
document involving “internal control” was the “Verification of
Financial Statements” issued by the Federal Reserve Board (FRB)
in 1929. In addition, the earliest definition of “internal control”
was the “Examination of Financial Statements by Independent
Public Accountants” issued in 1936. The U.S. COSO reports
(COSO, 1992, 2004, 2013, 2017) are the pioneer of internal-
control theory and are recognized by the Financial Accounting
Standards Board (FASB) and the United States Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC).

In the field of practice, the “World Communications”
accounting scandal in June 2002 completely dampened the
confidence of investors in the capital market. To change this
situation, the U.S. Congress and the government accelerated the
passage of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX Act). An important
innovation of the SOX Act is that companies listed in the U.S.
stock market need to separately disclose the annual internal-
control evaluation report and the internal-control audit report
while disclosing the annual financial report and audit report.
This bill highlights the important role of internal control in
enterprise risk management. Since then, regulatory agencies
around the world have drawn lessons from the U.S. COSO
report and SOX Act to formulate internal-control systems and
action plans applicable to each country, such as “Corporate
Internal Control Basic Standards in China” (2008) and “Main
Board Listed Companies Implement Corporate Internal-Control
Standard System in Batches by Classification” in China (2012).

The U.S. COSO reports (COSO, 1992, 2004, 2013, 2017),
the Sarbanes and Oxley (2002), and the Ministry of Finance of
China (2008), all believe that internal control is implemented by
the board of directors, board of supervisors, managers, and all
employees of the company to achieve control goals. In addition,
the goals of internal control are to “reasonably ensure the legality
and compliance of business management, asset safety, financial
reports, and related information that are true and complete,
improve operational efficiency, and promote the realization of
development strategies.”

Internal-control willingness is a variable tool, proposed in
this study, to measure the degree of the subjective initiative of
internal-control construction and execution. Therefore, research
similar to this definition is almost blank. The closest research
to this topic is the research experience on “willingness.” The
“willingness” in applied psychology and behavioral economics is a
variable of subjective initiative that can be measured, for example,
“willing to pay,” and “willing to accept” (Coursey et al., 1987; Plott
and Zeiler, 2005), “consumer willingness” (Lusk, 2003; Phelps
et al., 2013), “Willing to participate” (Evans and Guthrie, 2006;
Füller et al., 2010), etc. At the same time, the subjective initiative
of internal-control construction activities is a verifiable and
objectively existing natural phenomenon of applied psychology.
It can be inferred that “internal-control willingness” is an
accounting tool that can be identified, confirmed, and measured.

In academia, the measurement methods, economic
consequences, and influencing factors of internal control
are the focus of studies of scholars. Among them, the economic
consequences of internal control, such as “firm risk,” “cost of
equity,” “corporate governance,” “corporate cash holdings,” etc.
(Ashbaugh-Skaife et al., 2009; Hoitash et al., 2009; Zheng and
Chen, 2018), are of various types, but it is less relevant to our
study. The measurement methods of internal control and the
objective factors affecting ICQ are related to our study.

For one thing, the review of the measurement methods of
internal control helps us to understand the optimal selection
of ICQ. In previous studies, the results of internal control of
a company are mainly reflected by the variable “ICQ” and
measured according to the following methods: (1) internal-
control effectiveness (Zhang et al., 2013; Liu and Wu, 2019). It
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is the final result of the annual internal-control evaluation report
issued by the board of directors of the company. (2) Internal-
control audit conclusion (Huang and Song, 2012; Liu et al., 2021).
It is the verification conclusion given by the accounting firm
on the corporate internal-control evaluation report. (3) Internal-
control defects (Doyle et al., 2007; Ashbaugh-Skaife et al.,
2009). It is an indirect content of internal-control information
disclosure, and this type of information is not mandatory in
China. (4) Internal-control index (ICI) (Lin B. et al., 2014; Chen
et al., 2017). It is usually based on the specific content of the
internal-control evaluation report, combined with the content
of the annual financial report or other public information of
the company. The ICI score is obtained by the self-designed
evaluation system, and the advantage is that the score is a fine-
grained measurement. In short, the first two methods belong to
the direct evaluation of ICQ, and the data are derived from direct
conclusions of the corporate official internal-control evaluation
report or audit report. The latter two methods are indirect
or derivative evaluations, and there is a lack of information
on internal-control defects or doubts about the credibility of
the index design.

For another, the review of objective factors affecting ICQ helps
us to select control factors in model design. Since Doyle et al.
(2007) explored the determinants of ICQ, scholars have focused
on the objectively formed factors that affect ICQ, including first,
corporate characteristics and financial status affect ICQ, which
is manifested as enterprises with large scale, long creation times,
and low financial risk have good objective resource advantages to
achieve high ICQ (Ashbaugh-Skaife et al., 2007; Michelon et al.,
2015). Second, the governance structure of the board of directors
and audit committees affects ICQ, which is reflected in board size,
ratio of independent directors, and performance of supervisors
(Krishnan, 2005; Chalmers et al., 2019). Third, characteristics of
corporate management, such as CEO and CFO, affect ICQ which
is manifested in the factors such as professionalism, background,
and rights (Hoitash et al., 2009; Lin Y. C. et al., 2014). In
addition, some factors that come from outside of companies affect
ICQ but have national differences or data limitations, such as
characteristics of external auditors, national culture, regulatory,
and market factors (Sarens and Christopher, 2010; Chen et al.,
2016; Kanagaretnam et al., 2016).

In summary, in the field of economics, “willingness” is an
instrumental variable that can be confirmed and measured.
However, the study on “internal-control willingness” is in the
ascendant. At the same time, the study of “internal-control
willingness” on managerial confidence has not been carried out.
The study contents above need to be demonstrated.

Theoretical Analysis and Research
Hypotheses
Before any formal regulation was mandated by any authority,
businesses always had their own internal-control systems.
Businesses are willing to voluntarily impose on themselves an
internal-control system because it helps them succeed in the
competitive marketplace (Krishnan, 2005). While this internal-
control willingness has existed since the beginning of the existence

of business, codified rules and regulations for internal control are
only a recent phenomenon.

The U.S. COSO reports (COSO, 1992, 2004, 2013, 2017), the
Sarbanes and Oxley (2002), and the Ministry of Finance of China
(2008), all stated that the goals of the internal-control act include
but are not limited to the following five aspects: “reasonably
ensure the legality and compliance of business operation and
management,” “ensure asset security,” “financial reports and
related information are true and complete,” “improve operating
efficiency and effectiveness,” and “promote the realization of
development strategies for enterprises.”

The realization of the above goals depends on the dominant
position of the board of directors in internal-control construction
and also on the collective “willingness” of governance,
management, and all employees. In addition, the collective
“willingness” is based on the fact that internal control is a process
implemented by the board of directors, board of supervisors,
managers, and all employees to achieve internal-control goals
(COSO, 1992; Ministry of Finance of China, 2008). The result
of the realization of corporate internal-control goals is to
be a success in the competitive marketplace and realize the
development strategies. Therefore, there are the following logical
chains among internal-control goals, subjective willingness, and
final result of internal control (ICQ). Logically, internal-control
willingness and ICQ have consistent goals. Thus, before proving
the economic consequences of internal-control willingness, we
first need to clarify the relationship between internal-control
willingness and ICQ. We proposed a basic hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Internal-control willingness has a
positive impact on ICQ.

The notion of MOC (or optimism) is based on a stylized
fact in social psychology known as the “better than average”
effect (Weinstein, 1980; Weinstein and Klein, 1996; Ahmed and
Duellman, 2013). Specifically, on the one hand, the first type
of MOC is that managers (including directors, executives, and
supervisors) systematically overestimate corporate returns or
underestimate corporate risks, causing their behavior decisions
to deviate from corporate returns (Heaton, 2002; Malmendier
and Tate, 2005). On the other hand, the second type of MOC
is that managers are in a position of salary advantage, which
triggers their blind psychological self-confidence, causing their
behavior decisions to deviate from corporate returns (Hayward
and Hambrick, 1997; Brown and Sarma, 2007). It can be said
that the measurement methods of MOC in existing studies can
be included in the categories above.

The U.S. COSO reports (COSO, 1992, 2004, 2013,
2017), the Sarbanes and Oxley (2002), and the Ministry of
Finance of China (2008), all have established five elements of
“internal environment,” “risk assessment,” “control activities,”
“information and communication,” and “internal supervision.”
Among them, based on the first type of MOC, the internal-
control system of enterprises relies on the “risk assessment”
element to accurately identify internal and external risks, which
is related to the realization of goals of the internal-control
act. Meanwhile, the internal-control system of enterprises also

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 72457597

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-724575 November 24, 2021 Time: 13:39 # 4

Liu and Li Internal-Control Willingness and Managerial Overconfidence

analyzes and ranks the identified risks according to occurrence
probability and comprehensive uses of risk response strategies,
such as “risk aversion,” “risk reduction,” “risk sharing,” and “risk
tolerance,” to achieve effective risk control. Then, all employees
of enterprises actively construct a “risk assessment” system,
help management face up to business risks, and prompt its
behavioral decisions to conform to the goals of “asset security”
and “improving operating efficiency and effectiveness” in the
internal-control act. In other words, the active internal-control
willingness of enterprises can help avoid the first type of MOC.

In addition, based on the second type of MOC, the internal-
control system of enterprises relies on the “control activity”
and “internal supervision” elements to restraint management
decision-making authority and business behavior, through
“authorization approval control,” “budget control,” “performance
appraisal control,” “daily supervision,” and “special supervision.”
Then, all employees of enterprises actively construct a “control
activity” and “internal supervision” system, help management
make reasonable decisions, compliant operations, and rational
decisions, and promote their behavioral decisions to comply
with the goals of “reasonably ensure the legality and compliance
of business operation and management” and “promote the
realization of development strategies for enterprises.” In other
words, the active internal-control willingness of enterprises can
help avoid the second type of MOC. Therefore, logically, internal-
control willingness is negatively correlated with MOC. Therefore,
this study proposes the second hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 2: Internal-control willingness lowers MOC.

RESEARCH DESIGN, VARIABLES, AND
DATA SOURCES

Measurement of Internal-Control
Willingness
Internal-control willingness is a tool, proposed in this study, to
measure the degrees of the subjective initiative of internal-control
activities of enterprises. To this end, we proposed the following
technical route for measurement:

First, we found out voluntary pilot companies of internal
control in all samples. In addition, those companies that
voluntarily take the lead in the building internal-control system
are most likely to have “positive” internal-control willingness. At
the same time, its observation medium is the annual “Enterprise
Internal-Control Self-Evaluation Report” (EICSER) approved
and issued by corporate boards. Specifically, for our research,
in the period of 2011–2016, we found out 188 enterprises that
may have the “key features” (KFs) of “positive” internal-control
willingness and a subtotal of 976 samples of annual EICSERs from
the 6,386 overall research samples.

Second, we used the method of intelligent text analysis using
Python to explore the KFs of positive internal-control willingness
on the 976 samples of annual EICSERs above. We drew on
the concept of Loughran and McDonald (2011) on English
sentiment vocabulary classification, referred to the Chinese
dictionary of “News Quantitative Public Opinion Database”

in the CSMAR database (China Stock Market & Accounting
Research Databases), and then identify the KFs in annual
EICSERs that are related to “positive” internal-control willingness
by means of manual labelings, such as “effective execution,”
“increase value,” “sense of duty,” etc. Then, we aggregated a total
of 45 groups of KFs and form a “bag of words” (BOW).

Third, we used the KF variables in the BOW, based on
the “Traversal” function of Python, to obtain its statistical
probabilities, and construct a word frequency matrix for text
vectorization. Later, based on PCA using Python, we built
an unsupervised PCA training algorithm model to carry out
data dimensionality reduction on the contents of each EICSER.
Specifically, we used the 45-dimensional data of the KFs in
the BOW into 8-dimensional principal component data (f1,. . .,
f8) through “dimensionality reduction” to achieve a cumulative
contribution rate of 82.89% (>70%).

Fourth, we further calculated the “comprehensive value”
(Score) of the text content of each EICSER and then, standardized
the deviation of its value to map it to the [0, 1]. In the end,
we achieved the measurement of the internal-control willingness
value, which is marked as the variable ICW.

Measurement of Managerial
Overconfidence
This study draws on the following three methods to measure
MOC from the following different perspectives:

The first method, based on the idea of Malmendier
and Tate (2005), uses the relationship between managerial
shareholding changes and year-end performance to measure
MOC. Specifically, we used virtual variables: if managers
accumulatively increase their shareholdings (total shareholding
changes of directors, supervisors, and senior executives) and
year-end net profit of a company is a loss or less than the value
of the previous year, it is deemed that managers of the company
are overconfident. In this case, the value is 1, and the others are 0.
This variable is labeled as MOC1.

The second method, based on the idea of Hayward
and Hambrick (1997), uses the relative ratio of managerial
compensation to measure MOC. Hayward and Hambrick (1997)
believed that the salary ratio of the highest managerial salary to
the second, or the salary ratio of the top three managers to all
managers, can measure MOC. Moreover, the greater the ratio, the
greater the degree of MOC (Brown and Sarma, 2007). Specifically,
for this study, we used the salary ratio of the top three managers
to all managers, which is recorded as MOC2.

The third method, based on the method of Lin et al.
(2005), uses the deviation degree between performance forecast
and actual value to measure MOC. Lin et al. (2005) believed
that the performance forecast of the financial report indicates
managerial confidence. In addition, the difference between
performance forecast and formal financial report can measure
MOC. The greater the positive value of this difference, the greater
the degree of MOC. Specifically for this study, we used the
difference between the net profit of performance forecast and
net profit disclosed in the actual financial report, and record it
as MOC3.
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TABLE 1 | Variables of test models.

Variable
nature

Variable
identification

Metric content Variable description or calculation method

Explained
variable (MOC)

MOC1 Managerial overconfidence Virtual variable: if managers accumulatively increase their shareholdings, and year-end net profit of a
company is a loss or less than the value of the previous year, the value is 1, and others are 0.

MOC2 Position of salary advantage, that is, the salary ratio of the top three managers to all managers.

MOC3 Deviation degree of managers’ operating results, that is, the difference between net profit of
performance forecast and net profit disclosed in actual financial report.

Explanatory
variable

ICW Internal-control willingness Use text analysis and principal component analysis (PCA) by Python as measurement method, and
the operation steps are detailed in section “Measurement of Internal-Control Willingness”

Comparison
variables (ICQ)

ICE Internal-control
effectiveness

Virtual variable: internal control is effective as 1, and the others are as 0.

ICA Internal-control audit
conclusion

Virtual variable: standard unqualified opinion is as 1, and the others are 0.

ICI Internal-control index Refer to the “Internal-control Index” of the DIB database.

Control
variables

Size Corporate size Natural logarithm of average total assets

ROID Ratio of independent
director

The ratio of the number of independent directors to the total number of board members

MS Managerial shareholding The sum of shareholding ratio of managers (directors, supervisors, and senior executives).

Lev Financial leverage Financial leverage = total corporate debt/total assets

BS Board size Natural logarithm of total number of directors

Edu Average educational level of
managers

The mean value of managers’ academic qualifications. Among them, 1 for high school and below, 2
for junior college, 3 for undergraduate, 4 for master, and 5 for doctoral degree.

PB Average professional
background of managers

The mean value of managers related to risk management. Among them, a manager is a risk
management-related major, the value is 1, and others are 0.

Ind Industry Primary industry classification

Year Year Year value

Main Test Models
The regression models of this study are based on the control
factors confirmed by scholars in the field of influencing factors
of internal control (Doyle et al., 2007; Hoitash et al., 2009)
and influencing factors of MOC (Lang and Lundholm, 1996;
Malmendier and Tate, 2005; Brown and Sarma, 2007; Ahmed and
Duellman, 2013), refer to models (1) and (2) and Table 1 for
details. ICE, ICA, and ICI represent one of the three measurement
methods for ICQ. MOC1, MOC2, and MOC3 represent one of
the three measurement methods for MOC. ICW represents the
internal-control willingness of enterprises.

ICQit = α0 + α1ICWit + α2Sizeit + α3ROIDit + α4MSit

+ α5Levit +α6BSit + αIndIndit + αYearYearit + εit (1)

MOCit = β0 + β1ICWit + β2Sizeit + β3ROIDit + β4MSit

+ β5Eduit +β6PBit + βIndIndit + βYearYearit + εit (2)

Research Samples and Data Sources
Our study uses China A-share main board listed companies as
research samples. The Guidelines for Enterprise Internal Control,
jointly issued by the China Ministry of Finance and the China
Securities Regulatory Commission in 2010, stipulates that the
Guidelines for Internal Control Evaluation of Enterprises and
Guidelines for Internal Control Audit of Enterprises shall be
implemented on the main board of the Shanghai Stock Exchange
and Shenzhen Stock Exchange from January 1, 2012. Therefore,

we selected the data of internal-control self-evaluation reports,
annual financial reports, and audit report information from 2011
to 2016 as data sources.

At the same time, the samples are selected according to the
following rules: (a) exclude financial and insurance companies
since the financial statements of such listed companies have a
special structure. (b) Exclude samples with data defects to ensure
comparability. The data sources of this study include the Wind,
CSMAR, DIB, Juchao Information, Shanghai, and Shenzhen
Stock Exchange websites.

EMPIRICAL RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics. First, the mean value
of the explanatory variable ICW is 0.38, which is between the
median and the P75. It shows that from 2011 to 2016, only a
small number of listed companies have strong internal-control
subjective initiative. Second, among the explanatory variables,
the mean value of the MOC1 is 0.08, which shows that, in only
8% of the sample companies, managers accumulatively increase
their shareholdings (the total shareholding changes of directors,
supervisors, and senior management), and year-end net profit
of the company is a loss or less than the value of the previous
year. From this perspective, there are few companies whose
managers are overconfident. Third, the mean value of MOC2 is
0.44 and is close to the median value of 0.41, which shows that
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics results.

Stats N Mean SD Min P10 P25 Median P75 P90 Max

MOC1 6386 0.08 0.11 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00

MOC2 6386 0.44 0.14 0.00 0.28 0.34 0.41 0.51 0.63 1.00

MOC3 3058# –2.36 4250.51 –12664.10 –114.76 –22.28 –4.95 6.49 71.72 121563.00

ICW 6386 0.38 0.18 0.00 0.13 0.23 0.29 0.56 0.89 1.00

ICE 6386 0.80 0.40 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

ICA 6386 0.77 0.42 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

ICI 6386 638.13 163.59 0.00 541.95 618.04 672.08 711.60 750.93 995.36

Size 6386 22.60 1.45 17.76 20.88 21.66 22.44 23.42 24.51 28.51

ROID 6386 0.37 0.06 0.00 0.33 0.33 0.33 0.40 0.43 0.80

MS 6386 0.02 0.11 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 1.62

Lev 6386 52.01 20.13 0.71 24.20 37.34 52.94 67.74 77.84 103.73

BS 6386 2.18 0.21 0.00 1.95 2.08 2.20 2.20 2.40 2.89

Edu 6386 3.29 0.66 1.60 2.00 3.00 3.36 3.78 4.00 4.75

PB 6386 0.11 0.11 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.10 0.18 0.27 0.60

# It should be noted that in the full sample of 6,386 companies, only 3,058 samples of companies disclosed performance forecasts before the official disclosure of financial
reports. Therefore, the sample size of MOC3 is 3,058.

the total compensation of the top three managers accounts for
40% of the total compensation of all managers in A-share listed
companies of China.

Fourth, the mean and median values of the MOC3 are –2.36
and –4.95, respectively, which are relatively close to 0. At the same
time, the value of the P10–P90 range is [–114.76, 71.72], which
shows that the difference between the net profit of performance
forecast and net profit disclosed in actual financial report is
relatively close for a company, considering that the unit of
measurement is RMB. However, the Min and Max values are –
12664.10 and 121563.00, respectively, which shows that a small
part of the sample has a large prediction bias, and managers are
over self-confident or overconfident. Fifth, the mean values of
the explanatory variables ICE and ICA, as same as comparison
variables of the explained variable, are 0.80 and 0.77, respectively,
indicating that internal-control levels of more than 3/4 listed
companies are of high quality from 2011 to 2016. At the same
time, the mean value of ICIs provided by the third-party DIB
database is 638.13, which is between the P25 and the median. It
shows that most listed companies have relatively high ICIs, only
because some low-scoring companies, such as companies with a
minimum value of “0,” lower the overall internal-control scores
of listed companies.

Basic Regression Analysis of
Internal-Control Willingness on
Internal-Control Quality
Panel A of Table 3 reports the Probit or OLS regression results
among ICW on ICE, ICW on ICA, and ICW on ICI. The
results show that ICW is both positively correlated with ICE,
ICA, and ICI at the 1 or 5% significance level, indicating that
internal-control willingness has a significant positive impact
on ICQ. In detail, the stronger the internal-control willingness
of a company, the higher the probability of “effective” in
internal-control evaluation conclusion, the higher the rate to
obtain “standard unqualified opinion” in internal-control audit

conclusion, the higher the ICI score evaluated by the third-party
organization DIB.

Among the control variables, most of the control factors
related to ICQ are basically consistent with the conclusions of
previous studies, including the following: (A) size is positively
correlated with ICE, ICA, and ICI at the 1% significance level,
similar to the conclusion of Doyle et al. (2007); (B) ROID and
BS are positively correlated with ICE, ICA, and ICI at the 1–
10% significance level, and Lev is negatively correlated with
ICE, ICA, and ICI at the 10 or 1% significance level, similar
to the conclusion of Hoitash et al. (2009); (C) MS is negatively
correlated with ICE, ICA, and ICI at the 1 or 10% significance
level, similar to the conclusion of Balsam et al. (2014).

The basic regression results confirm that internal-control
willingness is an important factor to form the ICQ of a company,
indicating that internal-control willingness, a new accounting
measurement tool, can measure subjective initiative of internal
control. Therefore, we believed that Hypothesis 1 can be accepted.

Regression Analysis of Internal-Control
Willingness on Managerial
Overconfidence
Panel B of Table 3 reports the regression results between ICW
and MOC1 and MOC2 and MOC3, which are three measurement
methods of MOC. The results show that ICW is negatively
correlated with MOC1, MOC2, and MOC3 at 1, 5, or 10%
significance level, indicating that internal-control willingness has
a significant negative impact on MOC.

Among the control variables, most of the control factors
related to MOC are basically consistent with the conclusions of
previous studies, including the following: (A) Size is positively
correlated with MOC at the 1% significance level, indicating that
managers of large enterprises are more likely to be overconfident
(Lang and Lundholm, 1996). (B) ROID is negatively correlated
with MOC at the significance level of 1, 5, or 10%, indicating
that the independent director mechanism can restrain MOC
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TABLE 3 | Regression results.

Panel A (1) (2) (3) Panel B (4) (5) (6)

Variables ICE ICA ICI Variables MOC1 MOC2 MOC3

ICW 0.56*** 0.33*** 12.45** ICW –0.01*** –0.00** –2.65*

(4.12) (3.15) (2.36) (–2.72) (–2.41) (–1.82)

Size 0.27*** 0.25*** 35.39*** Size 0.00*** 0.03*** 16.99***

(10.12) (10.32) (21.72) (2.81) (19.77) (3.05)

ROID 1.19** 0.41* 15.33** ROID –0.04** –0.15*** –160.81*

(2.07) (1.79) (2.32) (–2.35) (–4.64) (–1.82)

MS –0.84*** –0.25* –65.81*** MS 0.01** 0.00*** 90.89*

(–3.01) (–1.77) (–2.89) (2.32) (3.21) (1.73)

Lev –0.00* –0.01*** –1.65*** Edu 0.00*** 0.00*** 5.06*

(–1.85) (–3.78) (–13.11) (3.02) (4.31) (1.87)

BS 0.41*** 1.04** 9.32* PB 0.01** 0.00** 41.01

(2.88) (2.34) (1.79) (2.35) (2.28) (1.34)

Constant –7.89*** –6.32*** –304.70*** Constant 0.02*** 1.01*** 287.32***

(–10.41) (–10.16) (–6.47) (5.10) (23.54) (3.21)

Year & Ind Yes Yes Yes Year & Ind Yes Yes Yes

Observations 6,386 6,386 6,386 Observations 6,386 6,386 3,058

Pseudo R2/R2 0.29 0.21 0.12 R2 0.08 0.10 0.06

LR chi2/F 1783.67*** 1521.33*** 32.19*** F 19.03*** 23.43*** 12.99***

*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

(Brown and Sarma, 2007). (C) MS is positively correlated with
MOC at the significance level of 1, 5, or 10%, indicating that
managers with a high shareholding ratio are more likely to
produce overconfidence (Jensen, 1993). (D) Edu and PB are
positively correlated with MOC at the significance level of 1, 5, 10,
or close to 10%, indicating that highly educated managers or risk
management professional managers are more likely to produce
overconfidence. In addition, the background characteristics of
managers above have a significant impact on their overconfidence
(Hayward and Hambrick, 1997; Malmendier and Tate, 2005).

Therefore, we believed that Hypothesis 2 can be accepted, that
is, internal-control willingness lowers MOC.

Mechanism of Action and Enlightenment
In terms of the economic consequences of internal-control
willingness, on the one hand, the mechanism by which internal-
control willingness of enterprises has a negative impact on MOC
is as follows:

Internal-control willingness is the willingness to construct
and execute an internal-control system, which is one of the
positive constituent factors of a high ICQ. According to
the literature on positive organizational behavior (Luthans,
2002), “positive attitudes and mindsets of organizational actors
→ organizational tendency and behavior → realization of
organizational (performance) goals” is a complete logical
framework. Putting this logical framework in the field of internal
control, the result shows “internal-control (positive) willingness
→ internal-control tendency and behavior → internal-control
results (ICQ).” Thus, both logical and empirical evidence
results indicate that internal-control willingness is an important
component of internal-control results (ICQ).

At the same time, previous studies based on the data of
Chinese listed companies have shown that high ICQ has an
inhibitory or moderating effect on MOC (Xing and Song, 2015;
Zheng and Chen, 2018). Therefore, as an important

component of ICQ, internal-control willingness has a
negative impact on MOC.

ROBUSTNESS TESTS

Balanced Panel Data
Due to the limitations in data sources, such as internal-control
regulations and databases, this study adopts the pooled data
method. To enhance the robustness and eliminate the impact of
sample survival choices, this study converts the aforementioned
pooled dataset into a balance panel set, which maintains the
balance of individual samples of cross-section observations from
2011 to 2016. However, the dataset lost 2,696 observations
through the conversion and yielded a new sample set with 3,690
observations. In particular, due to the data source limitation of
the variable MOC3 in Hypothesis 2, its sample size is further
reduced to 1,686 observations.

Columns (1)–(3) of Table 4 report the regression results of
the fixed effect (FE) model after the conversion from the pooled
dataset to the balanced panel dataset. The results show that the
correlation direction and significance of ICW on MOC1, MOC2,
and MOC3 are consistent with the main test. However, due to the
loss of some observations, the significance of ICW in the three
equations has decreased. Therefore, the results above show the
advantage of using pooled data as the main test data.

Sensitivity Test of Different Market Data
Sources
The stock market in China is divided into two parts, namely,
the Shenzhen Stock Exchange and the Shanghai Stock Exchange.
The market positioning and service targets of the two exchanges
are slightly different. To verify whether the empirical evidence
obtained by the main tests is affected by different market data
sources, which in turn affects the robustness of the test models
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TABLE 4 | Robustness test results.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Variables MOC1 MOC2 MOC3 MOC1 MOC2 MOC3 MOC1 MOC2 MOC3

ICW –0.01** –0.00* –2.63* –0.01*** –0.00*** –2.66* –0.01** –0.00* –2.23

(–2.12) (–1.89) (–1.77) (–2.89) (–2.71) (–1.90) (–2.03) (–1.88) (–1.51)

Size 0.00*** 0.03*** 14.55* 0.00*** 0.03*** 17.80*** 0.00*** 0.03*** 16.52***

(2.98) (7.76) (1.77) (2.98) (20.15) (3.12) (2.79) (18.98) (2.99)

ROID –0.04* –0.10** –141.32* –0.05** –0.16*** –169.54* –0.04** –0.14*** –157.73*

(–1.72) (–2.38) (–1.78) (–2.40) (–4.87) (–1.86) (–2.31) (–4.25) (–1.83)

MS 0.01* 0.01** 85.51** 0.01** 0.00*** 92.93* 0.01** 0.00*** 89.12*

(1.86) (2.10) (2.31) (2.38) (3.29) (1.79) (2.29) (3.05) (1.71)

Edu 0.00*** 0.00*** 4.67** 0.00*** 0.00*** 4.99* 0.00*** 0.00*** 5.01*

(2.76) (3.22) (2.11) (3.00) (4.01) (1.85) (2.98) (4.23) (1.83)

PB 0.02** 0.00** 27.32 0.01** 0.00** 39.07 0.01** 0.00** 38.67

(2.09) (2.06) (1.22) (2.32) (2.29) (1.30) (2.31) (2.22) (1.30)

Constant 0.03*** 0.76*** 220.19*** 0.03*** 1.12*** 298.10*** 0.02*** 0.98*** 280.12***

(4.25) (15.03) (3.05) (6.01) (24.51) (3.36) (5.02) (22.79) (3.18)

Year & Ind Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 3,690 3,690 1,686 2,574 2,574 1,223 3,812 3,812 1,835

R2 (between)/R2 0.08 0.09 0.05 0.09 0.11 0.06 0.07 0.10 0.06

Wald Chi2/F 101.59*** 132.01*** 90.16*** 19.98*** 24.65*** 13.08*** 18.22*** 23.02*** 12.45***

*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

and research conclusions, we performed grouping tests on the
two markets. That is, we selected different samples from the
Shanghai Stock Exchange and Shenzhen Stock Exchange and
retested the verified Hypothesis 2.

Columns (4)–(6) of Table 4, respectively, report the OLS
regression results of ICW on MOC1, MOC2, and MOC3 in
the Shenzhen Market group. The correlation direction and
significance of ICW on MOC1, MOC2, and MOC3 are basically
consistent with the main tests. Columns (7)–(9) of Table 4,
respectively, report the OLS regression results of ICW on MOC1,
MOC2, and MOC3 in the Shanghai Market group. Except for the
results of ICW on MOC3 in column (9), which are close to but
not reaching the 10% significance level, the correlation direction
and significance of the other two group results are similar to the
main tests. Therefore, it can be considered that the empirical
evidence obtained by the main tests is basically the same in
different market groups.

In summary, the models and results are basically stable, and
the conclusion of this study is still valid.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Internal-control willingness, proposed in this study, is to
measure the degree of the subjective initiative of internal-control
construction and execution. Meanwhile, we proposed a method
to measure internal-control willingness based on text analysis
and PCA using Python. Moreover, using the internal control and
financial data from 2011 to 2016 in China, we also tested some
effects of internal-control willingness on MOC. We obtained the
following findings:

(A) Internal-control willingness can be identified, confirmed,
and measured. Empirical evidence shows that the
internal-control willingness we designed has a positive
impact on ICQ. In detail, the stronger the internal-control

willingness of a company, the higher the probability of
“effective” in internal-control evaluation conclusion, the
higher the rate to obtain “standard unqualified opinion”
in internal-control audit conclusion, the higher the ICI
score evaluated by the third-party organization DIB.
Therefore, internal-control willingness, a new accounting
measurement tool, can measure subjective initiative of
internal control.

(B) Internal-control willingness lowers MOC. The mechanism
is that internal-control willingness is one of the positive
constituent factors of a high ICQ. Meanwhile, previous
studies based on the data of Chinese listed companies have
shown that high ICQ has an inhibitory or moderating effect
on MOC (Xing and Song, 2015; Zheng and Chen, 2018).
Therefore, as an important component of ICQ, internal-
control willingness has a negative impact on MOC.

Based on empirical conclusions, our study puts forward
the following research implications: subjective initiative
factors play an important role in the construction and
execution of corporate internal control. Therefore, it is
recommended that regulatory authorities should issue favorable
policies, and corporate boards should improve incentive
mechanisms, to jointly guide and strengthen the internal-
control willingness of all corporate employees. The overall
increase of corporate internal-control willingness will help
restrain the overconfidence behavior of individual managers,
help the management face up to the business risks, and help
the management make reasonable, compliant, and rational
decision-making.

At the same time, our research also has some limitations: first,
for the measurement of corporate internal-control willingness,
we adopted a method based on text analysis and PCA.
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Although this method pioneered the measurement of “internal-
control willingness,” other measurement methods still need to
be explored. Second, the economic consequences of “internal-
control willingness” may be numerous, and we only discussed
its impact on MOC. Other economic consequences need to be
discovered in follow-up studies.
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The Trickle-Down Effect of Territorial 
Behavior: A Moderated Mediation 
Model
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 School of Management, Shanghai University, Shanghai, China

The present research seeks to explore how and when leader territorial behavior trickles 
down to the follower. Relying on social information processing theory, we hypothesize 
that territorial behavior has a trickle-down effect from leader to follower, and perceived 
insider status mediates the relationship between leader territorial behavior and follower 
territorial behavior. Competition climate is supposed to strengthen the effect of leader 
territorial behavior on perceived insider status. Two hundred and fifty-two dyads data of 
supervisor–subordinate in Chinese enterprises provided support for our hypotheses. The 
results suggest that leader territorial behavior is positively related to follower territorial 
behavior and that follower perceived insider status significantly mediates the relationship. 
Moreover, competition climate strengthens the negative relationship between leader 
territorial behavior and perceived insider status as well as the indirect effect of leader 
territorial behavior on follower territorial behavior via perceived insider status. Theoretical 
and practical implications are further discussed.

Keywords: leader’s territorial behavior, employee’s territorial behavior, perceived insider status, team competitve 
climate, the trick-down effect

INTRODUCTION

Territorial behavior has been widely discussed in the field of organization and management 
in recent years (Monaghan and Ayoko, 2019; Singh, 2019; Xu and Li, 2021). Territorial behavior 
refers to an individual’s behavioral expression of his or her feelings of ownership to a physical 
or social object (Brown et al., 2005). Historically, researchers focused on exploring the antecedents 
of territorial behavior such as individuals’ psychological ownership (Brown, 2009; Baer and 
Brown, 2012; Brown et al., 2014; Brown and Zhu, 2016; Wang et al., 2019), territorial infringement 
(Brown and Robinson, 2010), and organizational territorial climate (Li et  al., 2020a), while 
surprisingly scarce researches have been done about leadership factors as antecedent (for 
exceptions, see Brown and Menkhoff, 2007; Brown and Zhu, 2016; Boekhorst et  al., 2019). 
Besides, relatively few studies examined the leader territorial behavior (Gardner et  al., 2016; 
Zhu et  al., 2021). Such an omission is surprising given that the supervisor serves as the agent 
representing the organization (Coyle-Shapiro and Shore, 2007) and supervisor territorial behavior 
may have great influence on the whole organization (Brown and Menkhoff, 2007). Following 
this logic, it is important to consider whether there will be  a trickle-down effect of leader 
territorial behavior on follower territorial behavior.
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Social information processing model indicates that individuals 
make decisions and exhibit subsequent behaviors according to 
the relevant information that they obtain from their surroundings 
(Salancik and Pfeffe, 1978). Supervisors, as significant clues of 
organizational environment, are critical to employee’s perception 
and behaviors (Bavik et  al., 2018). Perceived insider status is 
indicative of a sense of belonging within the organization 
(Masterson and Stamper, 2003), describing the extent to which 
an employee perceived himself/herself as an insider in a particular 
organization (Stamper and Masterson, 2002). In fact, for 
employees, leaders are the main transmitters of information, 
and they are entitled to control employees’ resources, salary, 
and career development (Dépret and Fiske, 1993; Hu and Shi, 
2015). Individuals thus form perceptions about their status as 
an organizational member by the information or clues from 
their leaders’ behaviors (Stamper and Masterson, 2002; Loi 
et  al., 2012). Thus, we  propose that supervisor’s territorial 
behaviors can reduce perceived insider status of employees 
and further increase their territorial behaviors.

The influence of supervisor’s territorial behavior on employees’ 
perceived insider status may not always exist and may be affected 
by organizational contextual factors. Therefore, we  infer that 
there is a boundary condition on the relationship between 
leader’s territorial behavior and follower territorial behavior. 
We  contend that a key aspect of the social work environment 
that reflects personal relationships with relevant others is the 
degree of competition in the environment. Competition has 
been considered as a situation where individuals vie for limited 
resources or rewards (Wang et  al., 2018). Competition climate 
may increase pressure and reduce team cooperation (Connelly 
et al., 2017; David et al., 2021). Thus, we argue that competitive 
climate prompts employees to pay more attention to the 
relationship between the leader and the resources provided by 
the leader. Following this rationale, we  posit that competitive 
climate may moderate the relationship between supervisor’s 
territorial behavior and perceived insider status. By examining 
the moderation effect of competitive climate and the mediation 
effect of perceived insider status, we  can further clarify the 
conditions under which territorial behavior can trickle down 
from leaders to employees.

This study contributes to the literature in several ways. First, 
we attempt to increase our understanding of territorial behavior 
literature by demonstrating the trickle-down effect of territorial 
behavior. Some studies have explored the territorial behavior 
and its impact at the individual level (Boekhorst et  al., 2019; 
Zhu et  al., 2021). However, the effect of leader territorial 
behavior is still unexplored. We  attempt to address this gap 
in the literature by examining the trickle-down effect of leader 
territorial behavior. Second, social information processing model 
is one of the main theories in the trickle-down model and 
has been widely used in trickle-down phenomena (Loi et  al., 
2012; Vlachos et  al., 2014). This study attempts to explain the 
mediating role of perceived insider status, which will help to 
explain the mechanism by which supervisor’s territorial behavior 
affects employee’s territorial behavior, offering fresh insights 
into territorial behavior research. Our theoretical model is 
summarized in Figure  1.

THEORIES AND HYPOTHESES

The Trick-Down Effect of Territorial 
Behavior
Territorial behavior refers to behaviors that individuals used 
to mark and defend the social resources who feel ownership, 
including tangible resources such as physical space and 
possessions, as well as intangible resources, such as information 
and relationships (Gardner et al., 2016). In organization, leaders 
generally have higher positions than employees have in the 
organizational hierarchy, possess more valued resources (e.g., 
spaces, roles, relationships, responsibilities, knowledge, 
experiences, even the employees) and control the resources 
allocation within the team (Brown et  al., 2005; Chen et  al., 
2019). Therefore, leaders may engage in territorial behavior 
because of the social defined nature of territoriality. Examples 
of leader territorial behavior might include a nameplate on 
the door or the titles like ‘Manager’ and ‘Lead’ to express 
their identity and a proprietary space in a shared office or 
the efforts to stop employees from accessing to important 
information (Brown et  al., 2005).

As Friedkin (2001) suggested, the norms formed through 
a process of interpersonal influence with leaders who have 
influential positions. This is because leaders can transmit the 
accepted norms and values to the team members through the 
way they behave (Thom-Santelli, 2009). Therefore, leader 
territorial behavior may lead to the formation of team territorial 
norms and further influence whether an individual will engage 
in territorial behavior and the degree involved (Brown and 
Zhu, 2016). In such territorial norms, team members may 
protect their territories, maintaining territorial boundaries and 
be reluctant to venture into certain areas, take on certain roles, 
or establish certain relationships out of respect for another’s 
ownership of those territories (Brown et al., 2005). Consequently, 
individuals isolate themselves from others, neglect their 
relationship to the organization, and focus on their territories. 
We  then predict that territorial behavior could trickle down 
from leaders to followers.

H1: Leader territorial behavior is positively related to 
follower territorial behavior.

Leader Territorial Behavior and Perceived 
Insider Status
The perceived insider status describes the extent to which 
an employee perceived himself/herself as an insider in a 
particular organization (Stamper and Masterson, 2002), and 
it connotes an employees’ sense of having earned a personal 
space and acceptance as an organizational member (Masterson 
and Stamper, 2003). Social information processing theory 
suggests that social information people get from work 
environment can affect people’s perceptions, attitudes, and 
behavior (Zalesny and Ford, 1990). Employees tend to collect 
relevant information from what their leader do and say to 
shape their perceptions and behaviors (Hu and Shi, 2015). 
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Therefore, as the representative of the organization, the leader 
usually provides employees with relevant social cues about 
their status as an organizational member (Stamper and 
Masterson, 2002; Loi et al., 2012). This reasoning is consistent 
with the relational model of authority proposed by Tyler and 
Lind (1992), who suggested that perceptions of one’s relation 
to an authority are essential indicators of one’s relation to 
the entire group, the employees’ feeling about how ‘included’ 
they are in the organization may, therefore, depend on how 
they are treated by the supervisor.

As a leader behavior, the leader’s behavioral expression of 
his or her territory is the important social cues that employees 
may use to interpret their organization membership. Territorial 
behavior may affect others’ perceptions of the individual who 
engage in territorial behavior. For example, territorial behavior 
may be  viewed as an attempt to control resources (Brown and 
Zhu, 2016); individuals involved in territorial behavior may 
be  considered as an uncooperative person. Therefore, leader 
territorial behavior may adversely, and perhaps unintentionally, 
send negative information to others by protecting valued 
resources and sharing less information, thereby employees may 
feel that they received less support and lower trust from the 
leader and organization. Given that the perceived organizational/
leader support and trust are important factors influencing 
perceived insider status (Lapalme et al., 2009), leader territorial 
behavior may harm employees’ perceived insider status.

Moreover, as a social-behavioral construct, territoriality, in 
particular, affects the interactions between members in the 
organization (Webster et  al., 2008). Hence, leader territorial 
behavior forms negative interaction between leaders and 
employees. Brown and Menkhoff (2007) have suggested that 
the result of leader territorial behavior makes employees 
increasingly frustrated with their treatment and lack of 
acknowledgment, further affecting the leader–follower 
relationship and organization–follower relationship and reducing 
employees’ sense of belonging and loyalty to the organization. 
Considering perceived insider status is a product of employees’ 
sense-making processes that derive from inputs such as high-
quality work relationships. We  therefore predicted:

H2: Leader territorial behavior is negatively related to 
follower perceived insider status.

Perceived Insider Status and Employee 
Territorial Behavior
As a reflection of the quality of employee–organization relations, 
employees’ perceived insider status is a dimension to measure 
employees’ sense of belonging (Masterson and Stamper, 2003), 
which refers to a type of personal perception of being a member 
of an organization. Employees who perceived themselves as insiders 
in the organization are more likely to form the cognition of 
citizens of the firm and accept the role, responsibilities, and 
requirements consistent with this identity (Hui et  al., 2015). 
Therefore, as important members of an organization, employees 
will share their resources and invest more resources in defending 
the organization (Lapalme et  al., 2009) and increase their 
participation and effort to help the organization (Han et al., 2010). 
In contrast, if the employees consider themselves as outsiders of 
the organization members, individuals will be  more interested in 
preserving their own interests and less concerned about the welfare 
of others or the entire team (Brown et al., 2014). We thus propose:

H3: Perceived insider status is negatively related to 
follower territorial behavior.

The Mediation of Perceived Insider  
Status
The present research suggests that leader territorial behavior 
leads to follower territorial behavior because it reduces a sense 
of insider membership in the organization. According to the 
research of Lapalme et al. (2009), when the organization limits 
its investment in the employees, they may develop a perception 
that they are outsiders, these employees then limit their 
investment in the organization. Therefore, leader territorial 
behavior can reduce knowledge sharing and decrease resources 
allocation, which sends signals that indicate the individual does 
not matter to the company. Such a leader’s behavior reduces 
employee perceived insider status. Subsequently, the employees 
will seek less interaction with organization members, reinforce 
self-protection, and reduce resource sharing. We  then predict:

H4: Perceived insider status mediates the relationship 
between leader territorial behavior and employee 
territorial behavior.

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.
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The Moderation of Competitive Climate
Competitive climate represents the extent to which employees 
perceive organization rewards to be contingent on comparisons 
of their performance against that of their peers (Brown et  al., 
1998). Like any environmental context, a competitive environment 
can have a significant influence on relationships between variables 
(Johns, 2006). This is because it is part of employees’ sense-
making, helping them to both construct and interpret events 
that happen in that environment (Salancik and Pfeffe, 1978). 
Therefore, we argued that as a contextual factor in organizations, 
competition climate serves a critical role that moderates the 
impact of leader territorial behavior on employees perceived 
insider status by influencing how individuals understand their 
relationship with others.

First, by definition, competitive psychological climate consists 
of the following aspects: perceptions of differential reward 
distribution, the performance compared to other individuals, 
perceived competition with others, and frequent status 
comparisons (Fletcher et al., 2008). The comparisons with other 
employees cause further stress to the individual (Arnold et  al., 
2009), reduce collaboration with team members, and even lead 
to ostracizing (Ng, 2017). As a result, highly competitive climate 
destroys the trust foundation among team members, reduces 
their quality of the relationship, and makes employees pay 
more attention to the relationship with leaders. As a negative 
interpersonal interaction, leader territorial behavior will have 
a stronger impact on employees’ perception. In addition, 
perceptions of competitive climate reflect employees’ sense of 
the extent to which their job rewards, promotion, and retention 
depend on performance compared to others (Brown et  al., 
1998). Given that the important role of leaders in employee 
performance evaluation and career development, employees are 
sensitive to their leaders’ evaluation. More importantly, from 
the perspective of limited resources, the competitive climate 
describes a situation where individuals or organizations vie 
for limited resources or rewards (Wang et  al., 2018). To access 
resources and achieve high performance, the employees focus 
on the leaders’ attitudes and behaviors. Therefore, when leaders 
engage in territorial behaviors, employees have a stronger 
reaction to leaders’ negative interpersonal treatment in a higher 
competitive climate. We  then predict:

H5: Competitive climate moderates the negative 
relationship between leader territorial behavior and 
perceived insider status, such that the negative 
relationship is stronger when competitive climate 
is higher.

Taken as a whole, the hypotheses presented above imply 
a moderated mediation model. Competitive climate may 
moderate the indirect effect of leader territorial behavior on 
employee territorial behavior through employee perceived 
insider status. Perceived insider status explains the relationships 
between leader territorial behavior and employee territorial 
behavior (H4), but because the relationship between leader 
territorial behavior and perceived insider status is predicted 
to be  stronger when the competitive climate is higher (H5), 

we  predict that the mediated relationships captured by 
Hypothesis 4 are stronger when the competitive climate is 
higher. We  then predict:

H6: Competitive climate moderates the indirect 
relationships between leader territorial behavior and 
employee territorial behavior such that the indirect 
effects are stronger when competitive climate 
is higher.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure
We tested our hypotheses with data collected from three 
enterprises in Shanghai. To reduce common method variance 
and illusionary correlations, we  collected data in two waves 
from May to June 2020. In the first stage, the leaders were 
asked to rate their territorial behavior and provided 
information in relation to their demographics, and the 
employees rated team competitive climate and provided 
information in relation to their demographic. Prior permission 
from HR departments in these enterprises was sought, and 
they also assisted us in survey distribution. To perform 
dyadic matching between employees and their corresponding 
leaders, all respondents were asked to indicate their leader 
or subordinates in the enterprises where they work. 
We  explained the purpose of the research, emphasizing that 
the research is only for scientific study purposes, besides, 
the questionnaire number and personnel code were issued 
in a one-to-one correspondence way to ensure the authenticity, 
confidentiality, and accuracy of the questionnaire survey. 
One month later, the employees who responded in phase 
one were asked to rate their perceived insider status and 
territorial behavior online.

A total of 380 dyads questionnaires were distributed. After 
eliminating the obviously invalid questionnaires, the final sample 
of 252 employees with 65 managers was retained for a total 
response rate of 66.32%. Of those participants, the average 
income was 7.31 thousand yuan (SD = 3.11); 64 percent were 
women (SD = 0.48), and they averaged 24.47 years of staying 
at the company (SD = 22.28).

Measures
The instruments were administered in Chinese in our  
survey but were originally developed in English. To confirm 
the accuracy of the translation and correct any discrepancies, 
we  employed back-translation procedures (Brislin, 1986).  
Unless otherwise indicated, we  used a five-point Likert- 
type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree).

Territorial Behavior
Territorial behavior (leader and follower) was measured using 
the six-item scale developed by Brown et  al. (2014). A sample 
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item is ‘I hide the ‘work details or tricks’ so others do not 
know about it until I  want.’ Cronbach’s alpha of the leader 
scale was 0.85, and the employee scale was 0.82.

Perceived Insider Status
Perceived insider status was measured using the six-item scale 
developed by Stamper and Masterson (2002). A sample item 
is ‘My work organization makes me believe that I  am  included 
in it.’ Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.82.

Competitive Climate
For the measurement of competitive climate, we used the four-
item scale of perceived team competitive climate by Brown 
et al. (1998). A sample item is ‘My coworkers frequently compare 
their results with mine.’ Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.71.

Control Variables
Previous studies have shown that certain socio-demographic 
variables like gender can affect territorial behavior (Mercer 
and Benjamin, 1980). Therefore, we  controlled for the income 
and gender. We  further controlled for the job tenure of 
subordinates because it takes some time to establish a supervisor–
subordinate relationship.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlation 
coefficients of the variables. The correlations are as expected. 
Leader territorial behavior was positively correlated with 
employee territorial behavior (γ = 0.23, p < 0.001). Leader 
territorial behavior was negatively correlated with perceived 
insider status (γ = −0.25, p < 0.001). Perceived insider status 
was negatively correlated with employee territorial behavior 
(γ = −0.33, p < 0.001).

Reliability and Validity
This study performed Harman’s one-factor test to verify the 
risk of common method effect (Podsakoff et  al., 2003), which 
indicated that Harman’s single-factor test indicates the fixed 
single factor explains 25.28 percent of the covariance of the 
variables. The reliability of the multi-item scale for each dimension 
was assessed by using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The results 
in Table  2 showed that Cronbach’s alpha values of all of the 
constructs ranged from 0.71 to 0.85, exceeding the recommended 
minimum standard of 0.70 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Besides, 
the results in Table  3 showed that the composite reliability 

TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.  Monthly 
income 
before tax

7.31 3.11

2. Gender 1.64 0.48 −0.17**
3. Tenure 24.47 22.28 0.23** −0.04
4.  Leader 

territorial 
behavior

2.51 0.86 0.13* −0.12 −0.03 (0.85)

5.  Perceived 
insider status

3.88 0.71 0.06 0.15* 0.02 −0.25*** (0.82)

6.  Team 
competitive 
climate

3.15 0.77 0.13* −0.16* 0.07 0.06 −0.09 (0.71)

7.  Employee 
territorial 
behavior

2.50 0.78 0.21** −0.21** 0.12 0.23*** −0.33*** 0.34** (0.82)

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. The alpha reliability coefficient of each variable is in brackets. Income: measured in thousands of Yuan; Gender: 1 = male; 2 = female. Means, 
standard deviations, and correlations among variables.

TABLE 2 | Confirmatory factory analysis results.

Models χ2 df χ2/df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR ∆χ2

Four-factor model 151.52 48 3.16 0.90 0.93 0.09 0.06
Three-factor model 394.88 51 7.74 0.68 0.75 0.16 0.15 243.34
Two-factor model 583.03 53 11.00 0.53 0.62 0.20 0.18 431.51
One-factor model 770.65 54 14.27 0.37 0.49 0.23 0.17 619.13

Model with three factors: (1) leader territorial behavior + perceived insider status, (2) team competitive climate, and (3) employee territorial behavior. Model with two factors: (1) leader 
territorial behavior + perceived insider status + team competitive climate and (2) employee territorial behavior. Model with one factor: all items combined with one factor.
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(CR) is higher than 0.7. Therefore, the reliability of the 
measurement in this study was acceptable.

In addition, we  computed the average variance extracted 
(AVE) for all variables. Discriminant validity was established 
by ensuring AVEs of any two variables which were higher 
than the square of their correlations (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; 
Wang et  al., 2021). In other word, the square root of AVEs 
of the variable is greater than the correlation coefficient between 
the variable and other variables, thus confirming the discriminant 
validity. The results in Table  4 showed that this rule was not 
violated as the inter-construct correlation coefficients ranged 
from 0.06 to 0.34, whereas the square root of the AVEs is 
0.71, indicating acceptable discriminant validity.

The results in Table  3 showed that all the items loaded 
significantly onto their correspondent constructs with the factor 
loading range from 0.49 to 0.85, and average variance extracted 
(AVE) is higher than 0.5, indicating acceptable convergent 
validity. Although most items loaded nicely on their respective 
factors with standardized loadings coefficients being from 0.49 
to 0.85, some items still loaded low (<0.708). We  used full 
items in data analysis. This is because they are original 
measurement items for the internalization dimension of four 

TABLE 3 | Convergent validity.

Variable Item Factor loading AVE CR

Leader territorial behavior 1.  I hide the ‘work details or tricks’ so others do not 
know about it until I want.

0.54 0.51 0.86

2.  I let others know the ‘work details or tricks’ has been 
claimed.

0.59

3.  I tell/ show others that the ‘work details or tricks’ 
belongs to me.

0.68

4.  I clarify the boundaries around the ‘work details or 
tricks’ (to establish what is and is not yours).

0.75

5. I make the ‘work details or tricks’ hard to use/ access. 0.84
6.  I make the ‘work details or tricks’ unattractive so 

others do not want to claim it.
0.85

Employee territorial behavior 1.  I hide the ‘work details or tricks’ so others do not 
know about it until I want.

0.57 0.50 0.85

2.  I let others know the ‘work details or tricks’ has been 
claimed.

0.59

3.  I tell/ show others that the ‘work details or tricks’ 
belongs to me.

0.59

4.  I clarify the boundaries around the ‘work details or 
tricks’ (to establish what is and is not yours).

0.79

5. I make the ‘work details or tricks’ hard to use/ access. 0.84
6.  I make the ‘work details or tricks’ unattractive so 

others do not want to claim it.
0.79

Perceived insider status 1. I do not feel included in this organization. 0.66 0.51 0.86
2. I feel like I am an ‘outsider’ at this organization. 0.75
3.  My work organization makes me believe that 

I am included in it.
0.74

4. I feel I am an ‘insider’ in my work organization. 0.80
5.  My work organization makes me frequently feel ‘left-

out’.
0.49

6. I feel very much a part of my work organization. 0.81
Team competitive climate 1.  My coworkers frequently compare their results with 

mine.
0.75 0.50 0.79

2.  The amount of recognition you get in this company 
depends on how your work performance rank 
compared to other coworkers.

0.75

3.  Everybody is concerned with finishing at the top of the 
performance rankings.

0.59

4.  My manager frequently compares my results with 
those of other coworkers.

0.73

TABLE 4 | Correlation and the square roots of AVEs.

Leader 
territorial 
behavior

Perceived 
insider 
status

Team 
competitive 

climate

Employee 
territorial 
behavior

Leader 
territorial 
behavior

0.71

Perceived 
insider status

−0.25 0.71

Team 
competitive 
climate

0.06 −0.09 0.71

Employee 
territorial 
behavior

0.23 −0.33 0.34 0.71

Square roots of AVE are in bold prints in the diagonal; inter-construct correlation 
coefficients are in the left lower half.
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scales, and the development of these items has undergone a 
rigorous psychometric process (Brown et  al., 1998; Stamper 
and Masterson, 2002; Brown et  al., 2014). Meanwhile, the 
reliability of the full item measure (>0.70) is adequate for 
research (cf. Nunnally, 1978; Hair et  al., 2010) and consistent 
with those reported in other studies including that of Brown 
and Zhu themselves (2016; for others see Xiong Chen and 
Aryee, 2007; Chen et  al., 2015; Wang et  al., 2019).

We performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using 
Mplus7.4 to compare possible measurement models. The results 
in Table  2 showed that the proposed four-factor model 
demonstrated a better fit (χ2 = 151.52, df = 48, RMSEA = 0.09, 
CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.90, SRMR = 0.06) to the data than other 
alternative models, indicating support for the distinctiveness 
of the constructs in the study. These results proved that the 
four-factor model was the most appropriate one that provided 
support for the convergent validity of our variables.

Null Model
We calculated the ICC(1) for employee territorial behavior to 
ascertain whether the use of multilevel modeling is necessary 
to analyze our data (Stawski, 2013). The ICC(1) was 0.12, 
meaning that 12% of the overall variance in employee territorial 
behavior was due to differences between groups, thus warranting 
a multilevel approach to data analysis.

Hypothesis Testing
Hypothesis 1 predicted a positive relationship between leader 
territorial behavior and follower territorial behavior. In Model 
3 of Table 5, the results suggested that leader territorial behavior 
was positively related to follower territorial behavior (γ = 0.22, 
p < 0.01), supporting Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 posited that leader territorial behavior is 
negatively related to perceived insider status, and Hypothesis 3 
proposed a negative relationship between perceived insider 
status and follower territorial behavior. As shown in Table  5, 
the results of Model 1 revealed that leader territorial behavior 
had a significant negative effect on perceived insider status 
(γ = −0.22, p < 0.01). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported. The 
results of Model 4 revealed that perceived insider status had 
a significant negative effect on follower territorial behavior 
(γ = −0.36, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported. Further, 
in Model 5, after entering perceived insider status, the positive 
relationship between leader territorial behavior and follower 
territorial behavior was not significant (γ = 0.08, p > 0.05). 
According to Baron and Kenny procedures (Baron and Kenny, 
1986), we found support for the mediation of perceived insider 
status. In addition, we  used the Monte Carlo simulation 
approach (Preacher and Selig, 2012) to assess the indirect 
effect. The results showed that the indirect effect was significant 
[95% CI = (0.01, 0.23), excluding 0]. Thus, Hypothesis 4 
was supported.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that competitive climate would 
moderate the relationship between leader territorial behavior 
and perceived insider status. As shown in Model 2, the interactive 
effect was significant (γ = −0.22, p < 0.001). Figure  2 further 

showed that this relationship was more negative when competitive 
climate was high (one SD above the mean) rather than low 
(one SD below the mean). Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported.

Hypothesis 6 predicted that competitive climate would 
moderate the indirect effect of leader territorial behavior on 
follower territorial behavior through perceived insider status. 
According to results presented in Table  6, competitive climate 
significantly moderated this indirect effect [difference = 0.15, 
p < 0.05, 95%CI = (0.01, 0.29), excluding 0]. Specifically, when 
competitive climate was high (one SD above the mean), 
moderated mediation effect was 0.10 [p < 0.05, 95%CI = (0.01, 
0.19), excluding 0]; when competitive climate was low (one 
SD below the mean), the moderated mediation effect was not 
significant. Thus, Hypothesis 6 was supported.

DISCUSSION

The main objective of the present research is to explore how 
and when leader territorial behavior trickles down to followers. 
Relying on social information processing theory, we  explored 
the mediating role of perceived insider status in linking leader 
territorial behavior with employee territorial behavior and the 
moderating role of competitive climate in influencing the 
relationship between leader territorial behavior and perceived 
insider status. As hypothesized, we  found that leader territorial 
behavior was positively related to employee territorial behavior 
and that perceived insider status mediated the relationship. 
Moreover, competitive climate strengthened the negative 
relationship between leader territorial behavior and perceived 
insider status and the indirect effect of leader territorial behavior 
on employee territorial behavior via perceived insider status. 
We  now discuss the theoretical and practical implications of 
the results.

Theoretical Implications
Our research provides empirical evidence for the trickle-down 
effect of a leader’s territorial behavior on an employee’s territorial 
behavior within the social information processing theory 
framework. Specifically, we  are the first to theorize and propose 
a model in which leader’s territorial behavior trickles down to 
employee in the organization, which respond to Thom-Santelli’s 
(2009) call for exploring the predictors of territorial behavior 
from the perspective of leader. Our study’s results not only 
support the view that ‘Leaders are an important factor influencing 
follower behaviors and perceptions’ (Ambrose et al., 2013; Bavik 
et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2019), they also supplement the literature 
on trickle-down effects of leader behaviors (e.g., Frazier and 
Tupper, 2016; Lu et  al., 2018; Chen et  al., 2019; Byun et  al., 
2020; Zhang et  al., 2020). Previous studies primarily focused 
on the territorial behavior and its impact at the individual level 
(Boekhorst et  al., 2019; Zhu et  al., 2021), while surprising few 
researches have been done about leader territorial behavior (for 
exceptions, see Gardner et  al., 2016). There is territoriality at 
different levels of the organization (Brown et  al., 2005). Given 
the territorial nature of human beings and the particular status 
of leaders in the organization, it is not surprising that leaders 
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engage in territorial behavior. Gardner et al.’s (2016) study showed 
that managers engaged in territorial behaviors to maintain 
ownership claims over their employees. In addition, some studies 
suggested that leaders will protect the information and relationship, 
which affect the organization–employee relationship (Brown and 
Menkhoff, 2007). Therefore, this research contributes to the 
understanding of the leader territorial behavior and its 
consequences by describing how leader territorial behavior 
promotes employee territorial behavior on the organization.

Another contribution is our exploration of the trickle-down 
effect mechanism through which the effects of leader territorial 
behavior trickle down to employee territorial behavior. In doing 
so, we  respond to scholars’ calls for more investigations to 
open the black box of the influences of leader territorial behavior 
(Gardner et  al., 2016) by providing empirical evidence of 

employee perceived insider status as a mediator. Moreover, 
we  provide a new perspective for the study of territorial 
behavior–social information processing theory. Specifically, our 
research differs from existing territorial behavior literature, 
which is largely based on the extended self-theory (Wang et al., 
2019) and social exchange theory (Huo et  al., 2017; Singh, 
2019; Li et  al., 2020b). In doing so, we  extend the application 
of social information processing theory in the territorial 
behavior literature.

Practical Implications
Our findings have several important practical implications. 
First, the present study found that leader territorial behavior 
has trickled down effects on followers. Thus, organizations 
should take measures to reduce leader territorial behavior in 
the workplace. For example, the organization can effectively 
inhibit the leader territorial behavior by building an open office 
environment, encouraging leadership delegation, and holding 
experience sharing sessions. Second, the findings showed that 
perceived insider status mediates the trickle-down process. 
Thus, organizations can reduce employee territorial behavior 
by taking measures to increase employee perceived insider 
status. In the business management practice, organizations 
should offer resources support to their employees, who need 
to feel that they are part of group members or have special 
status. Moreover, organizations could also enhance employees’ 
perceived insider status through other ways such as delegation 
or organizational inducements (Hui et  al., 2015). Third, the 

TABLE 5 | Results of multiple regression analysis.

Variables Perceived insider status Employee territorial behavior

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E. γ S.E.

Intercept 3.66*** 0.54 4.16*** 0.22 2.35*** 0.61 3.80*** 0.33 4.49*** 0.79

Control variables

Monthly income 
before tax

0.06 0.04 0.02 0.01 −0.01 0.05 0.05** 0.02 0.02 0.04

Gender 0.24 0.20 0.17* 0.08 −0.27 0.17 −0.20* 0.10 −0.18 0.15
Tenure −0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Level 1 variables

Perceived insider 
status

−0.36*** 0.07 −0.56** 0.17

Level 2 variable

Leader territorial 
behavior

−0.22** 0.06 −0.19 0.06 0.22** 0.07 0.08 0.06

Competitive 
climate

0.18 0.03

Cross-level interaction variable

Leader territorial 
behavior 
*competitive 
climate

−0.22*** 0.09

Pesduo-R2 0.18 0.07 0.22

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

TABLE 6 | Results of the moderated mediation effect.

γ SE 95% confidence interval

Lower limit Upper limit

High 
competitive 
climate (+1 SD)

0.10 0.05 0.01 0.19

Low competitive 
climate (−1 SD)

−0.05 0.04 −0.12 0.03

Difference 
between two 
groups

0.15 0.07 0.01 0.29
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present study found that competitive climate strengthens the 
link between leader territorial behavior and perceived insider 
status. Thus, organizations should create a healthy competition 
atmosphere and avoid excessive competition to weaken the 
negative effect of leader territorial behavior on employee 
territorial behavior.

Limitations and Future Research
Our research has some limitations that should be acknowledged.

First, our method is restricted in some respects. Our data 
fitting results are acceptable, but still not good enough, such as 
RMSEA = 0.09 and AVE = 0.50 are slightly higher than the acceptable 
range when other indicators are acceptable. We  think there may 
be  two reasons. On the one hand, according to Bandalos’s 
recommendation (Bandalos, 2002), the parameter-to-item ratio 
should be  above almost a certain proportion (10:1), our sample 
size is slightly higher than the acceptable standard, the direct 
use of the original title may lead to some estimation bias, and 
on the other hand, the reason why the Cronbach’s alpha of the 
competitive climate scale is 0.71 is that the participants may not 
be willing to truly evaluate the competitive atmosphere. Although 
this reliability is acceptable, it may still affect the fit of the whole 
model. Therefore, future research should use a more perfect 
questionnaire process to ensure that the participants can be express 
their real ideas and verify the conclusion with a larger sample. 
Besides, our three-waved time-lagged data still cannot verify 
causality certainly for all variables in our model. Future research 
should consequently replicate our conclusions with a more rigorous 
longitudinal research method or experimental method.

Second, samples from Chinese enterprises limit the 
generalizability of the findings to different contexts. Cultural 

values can influence how individuals perceive and react to 
leader behavior (Peng and Kim, 2020; Zhang et  al., 2021). 
Therefore, further research could examine the relationship 
between leader territorial behavior and follower territorial 
behavior in other cultural contexts.

Third, we explored only one boundary condition—competitive 
climate moderates the relationship between leader territorial 
behavior and employee territorial behavior. There may be other 
moderator variables to mitigate the negative impact of leader 
territorial behavior, and future research can explore other 
organizational factors to reduce the negative impact of leader 
territorial behavior.

CONCLUSION

From the perspective of social information processing, this 
paper expounds in detail that territorial behavior has a 
trickle-down effect from leader to follower and perceived 
insider status mediates the relationship between leader 
territorial behavior and follower territorial behavior. Our 
findings expand the perspective of territorial behavior  
research and hope to spark further research on 
territorial behavior.
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Paradoxical leadership has received increasing research attention in recent years.
Yet, questions remain as to why and when paradoxical leadership is effective in
promoting employee work outcomes. Drawing upon the sense-making perspective,
we propose that paradoxical leadership enhances employee task performance by
increasing employees’ adaptability, and paradoxical leadership is more effective when
employees have higher levels of Zhong Yong thinking and organizational identification.
To test our hypotheses, we conducted a multi-source and multi-wave survey study
among 235 employees and their supervisors in southern China. The results of the
regression analyses fully support our hypotheses. In general, our findings shed light
on the underlying mechanisms, as well as the boundary conditions, of the effect
of paradoxical leadership. The theoretical and practical implications of these findings
are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of paradoxical leadership, defined by Zhang et al. (2015), refers to leaders’ seemingly
competing yet interrelated behaviors to meet competing workplace demands simultaneously and
over time. This kind of leadership has been one of the most popular research topics in the past
few years. Paradoxical leadership attracts such attention because of its advantages in dealing
with organizational paradoxes. Evidence has shown that paradoxical leadership is associated with
better employee and team performance, such as work role performance, creativity, and innovative
behaviors (Zhang et al., 2015, 2021; Shao et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2021).

Employee task performance—reflects to what extent employees achieve the officially required
outcomes and behaviors that directly serve the organization’s goals (Motowidlo and Van
Scotter, 1994)—is crucial for organizational survival and growth in a complicated and conflicted
environment. The competitive pressures which extend from this environment accentuate the
importance of achieving superior task performance. Therefore, how to promote individuals’
task performance has become an increasing concern for paradoxical leaders. Many mechanisms
have been proposed to explain the positive effects of paradoxical leadership on employees’ task
performance, but few studies have been focused on the explanatory mechanisms from the lens of
followers’ own interpretations of leader behaviors. The success of a paradoxical leader’s competing
value framework is highly dependent on employees’ own interpretations. For example, when
tensions from conflicting or competing demands become salient, employees may respond positively
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or negatively. A negative reaction involves defensive mechanisms
such as denial and repression (Vince and Broussine, 1996) that
can lead to potentially detrimental outcomes (Lewis, 2000).
A positive reaction focuses on opportunity rather than threat
and tries to manage the tensions (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018;
Sparr, 2018).

In this study, grounded in a sense-making perspective, we
develop a theoretical model that describes why and under
what conditions paradoxical leadership may affect employees’
task performance. According to sense-making theory, when
individuals are faced with a situation, they try to comprehend it
by creating their own explanations and meanings (Weick, 1995),
which provide goals and motivations for subsequent actions
(Drazin et al., 2008; Madjar et al., 2011). The role of paradoxical
leadership is to help individuals interpret the competing demands
positively (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) and seek a synthesis
method to improve outcomes. Such motivational orientation
that may result from the interpretation of a situation is
adaptability, which refers to the willingness and ability to change
behaviors, feelings, and thoughts in response to environmental
demands (McArdle et al., 2007). We predict that paradoxical
leadership stimulates employees’ task performance by increasing
their adaptability.

Moreover, the explanations and meanings of situations are
formed by an interactive combination of cultural values and
individual identity (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005; Drazin
et al., 2008). Zhong Yong thinking represents a cognitive style
that explains how the Chinese evaluate and process information,
approach tasks, and make decisions (Yang, 2010). It enables
individuals to process external information and integrate it
with their internal need to take appropriate actions. Employees
with Zhong Yong thinking are more likely to align their
cognitions and behaviors with those of paradoxical leaders.
Organizational identification is a form of collective work identity,
referring to incorporating a group’s beliefs and values into
one’s own identity and self-image (Pratt, 1998), which may
affect individuals’ information interpretation and motivation
of actions. Accordingly, we examine Zhong Yong thinking
and organizational identification as moderators that influence
the relationship between paradoxical leadership and employee
task performance.

This study makes several contributions to the literature. First,
beyond commonly used theories for paradoxical leadership, such
as paradox theory (e.g., Shao et al., 2019), yin-yang philosophy
(e.g., Zhang et al., 2015), social learning theory (e.g., Ishaq et al.,
2021), and self-determination theory (Yang et al., 2021), we
introduce sense-making theory to broaden our understanding of
the association between paradoxical leadership and employees’
outcomes. According to sense-making theory, we argue that
when leaders behave paradoxically in order effectively to manage
demands that are not isolated but are inherently interrelated and
in conflict with one another for the survival of the organization
(Smith et al., 2012), they attempt to trigger organizational
members’ sense-making about what their jobs entail and how to
do them (Lüscher and Lewis, 2008).

Second, we address the question of why paradoxical leadership
is associated with task performance. When leaders engage in

sense-giving, followers are not simply passive recipients of
meaning but instead engage in their sense-making and adapt,
alter, resist or reject the sense they have been given (Pratt,
2000; Sonenshein, 2010). However, the interpretations and
efforts of employees have been overlooked, which highlights the
necessity of examining adaptability as a mediating mechanism
in our study. In addition, adopting a perspective of sense-
making in our study into the role of employee adaptability
not only explains why paradoxical leadership enhances task
performance but also translates the impact of paradoxical
leadership to real outcomes.

Third, we propose and test the interactive effects of
paradoxical leadership, Zhong Yong thinking, and organizational
identification on adaptability and subsequent employee outcomes
in the workplace. Our study contributes to the literature by
identifying boundary conditions of the effect of paradoxical
leadership. In doing so, we suggest that individual cultural
values, such as Zhong Yong thinking, and work identity, such as
organizational identification, may help them respond positively
to the complex behavior of leaders and display high levels of
task performance.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

Paradoxical Leadership
Paradoxical leadership is characterized by leader behaviors that
are seemingly competing yet interrelated to meet competing
workplace demands simultaneously and over time (Zhang
et al., 2015). It requires leaders to reframe their thinking
about contradictions from ‘either/or’ to ‘both/and’ (Smith
and Berg, 1987). Paradoxical leadership is manifested in five
pairs of contradictory behaviors (Zhang et al., 2015): (1)
leader displays a combination of self-centerdness and other-
centerdness when he or she maintains their central influence
while simultaneously sharing recognition and leadership with
followers. (2) Maintaining both distance and closeness is
shown when a leader maintains hierarchical distinctions when
dealing with work-related issues while simultaneously forming
close relationships privately with subordinates. (3) Treating
subordinates uniformly while allowing individualization is shown
when a leader balances uniformity and individualization, such
as assigning the same workloads, while simultaneously allocating
different parts of the work based on individuals’ skills or interests.
(4) Enforcing work requirements while allowing flexibility is
shown when a leader controls subordinates’ behaviors and
output while giving them the freedom to deal with problems
flexibly and autonomously. (5) Finally, maintaining control over
decisions while allowing autonomy, similar to enforcing work
requirements while allowing flexibility, emphasizes the balance
between control and empowerment.

Most research on paradoxical leadership has focused
on its beneficial influence in organizations, as exemplified
by improvements in performance (Smith and Lewis, 2011;
Amason, 2017), creativity (Knight and Harvey, 2015),
commitment (Smith, 2015), competitiveness (Fredberg, 2014;
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Derksen et al., 2017), the workplace environment (Lewis and
Smith, 2014; Gnyawali et al., 2016; Knight and Paroutis, 2017)
and career success (Derksen et al., 2017). In addition to its
beneficial effects on organizations, research has shown that
paradoxical leadership has positive influences on employees in
terms of their work attitudes (Kan and Parry, 2004; Garg, 2016),
work engagement (Alfes and Langner, 2017; Fürstenberg et al.,
2021), work role performance (Zhang et al., 2015), creativity
(Shao et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2021), and innovative behaviors
(Milosevic et al., 2015; Ingram et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2021).
In summary, paradoxical leadership is widely considered to
be an effective leadership style for managing the complex
environments faced by modern organizations (Smith and Lewis,
2011; Zhang et al., 2015; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018).

Paradoxical Leadership and Employee
Task Performance
Task performance refers to the role-prescribed activities of
an employee (Borman and Motowidlo, 1993). It pertains to
individuals’ involvement in accomplishing assigned tasks by
an enterprise (Motowidlo, 2000). Task performance is the
foundation for organizations to survive. Leadership is a critical
situational factor that affects employees’ task performance
(Hocine and Zhang, 2014). According to the sense-making
theory, sense-making within an organization is related to
understanding and is cognitive in nature (Gioia and Chittipeddi,
1991). Previous research on leadership has highlighted the
importance of situation-specific cognition, which supports sense-
making and leadership as well as its influence on subordinates’
outcomes (Lord and Hall, 2005; Mumford et al., 2007). In a
complex and dynamic context, sense-making is seen as a key
leadership capability (Ancona, 2011). The role of leaders is
to serve as sense-givers. ‘Sense-giving-for-others’ is the process
of making sense of this complex situation by themselves,
then disseminating new understanding to subordinates to
influence their ‘sense-making-for-self ’ and subsequent devising
a resolution to any situation (Foldy et al., 2008). Drawing on
this argument, we suggest that paradoxical leaders may enhance
employees’ task performance by creating an environment that
accepts contradiction as natural and persistent. Employees who
make sense of paradoxical leader behavior may see conflicting
and competing demands as intrinsic phenomena in organizations
(Smith and Lewis, 2011; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) and may
bring different demands together such that the contradiction
between them may transform into productive rather than
intractable (Smith et al., 2012; Ingram et al., 2016). By serving
as role models, paradoxical leaders allow their followers to
observe how to deal constructively with paradoxical situations.
Employees may work more confidently and purposefully by
observing and modeling the leader’s behaviors. Simultaneously,
a paradoxical leader also provides support to reduce employees’
paradox-related uncertainty (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). For
example, a leader may encourage employees to use new methods
to increase output while accepting the possibility of failure.
Taking these observations together, we propose the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Paradoxical leadership is positively related
to employees’ task performance.

The Mediating Role of Employees’
Adaptability
The sense-making theory proposes that sense-making is triggered
by failure to confirm one’s self (Weick, 1995). Individuals
construct their roles through ways that meet their needs for
self-enhancement, self-efficacy and, self-consistency (Erez and
Earley, 1993). When individuals feel their role in the organization
threatened, they are triggered to engage in sense-making around
the source of threat and take actions to recover their role (Maitlis
and Christianson, 2014). An important characteristic of sense-
making is that it is based on extracted cues (Weick, 1995).

When facing a paradox, one fundamental role of a leader is
to foster employee intrinsic motivation to build commitment
and excitement for work (Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009). We
suggest that one way that paradoxical leaders influence employee
task performance is through employee adaptability. Individual
adaptability is one’s ability, skill, disposition, willingness, or
motivation to change or fit different the task, social, and
environment features (Ployhart and Bliese, 2006). Adaptability
is a positive motivational orientation toward changing oneself
(Wang et al., 2017). Therefore, one of the biggest challenges
facing leaders is to enable employees to adapt in the face of
an increasingly dynamic and demanding environment (Uhl-
Bien and Arena, 2018). From this perspective, a paradoxical
leader’s role is to sense and shape opportunities and threats, and
expect employees to adapt in accordance with their environment.
Moreover, paradoxical leaders create supportive contexts in
which individuals choose how and where to focus their energies
(Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018). For example, a paradoxical leader
can communicate with subordinates to reduce their feelings of
anxiety, uncertainty, and threat (Vince and Broussine, 1996;
Lewis, 2000; Schad et al., 2016). A paradoxical leader also has
a sharing attitude, which can influence subordinates’ motivation
willingness to adapt.

Adaptable employees have been found to exhibit less anxiety
(Lewis and Smith, 2014) and to deal creatively with change
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2011). Adaptable employees are also more
likely to maintain positive affect and constructive behavior, even
in uncertain situations (Sparr, 2018). Researchers have found
that adaptable teams are more likely to generate new and
innovative ideas (Axtell et al., 2000) and engage in job-crafting
behaviors (Wang et al., 2017). In terms of task performance,
we argue that adaptable employees may be motivated to
act spontaneously to cope with paradoxes. Miron-Spektor
et al. (2018) demonstrated that employees with a paradox
mindset could help them to improve in-role job performance
and innovation.

Taken together, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2: Employees’ adaptability mediates the
relationships between paradoxical leadership and task
performance.
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The Moderating Role of Zhong Yong
Thinking
Due to different historical traditions and regional cultures,
Chinese people have great differences in thinking mode from
Westerners. Chinese people usually look at problems from a
holistic and dialectical point of view, while Westerners deal with
problems analytically and pay attention to the characteristics
of things themselves. Originating from Confucian philosophy,
Zhong Yong thinking, also known as the doctrine of the mean,
is defined as a cognitive style that requires individuals to
consider things from different perspectives, recognize broader
situations, avoids going to extremes, and maintain harmony (Ji
et al., 2010). According to Wu and Lin (2005), Zhong Yong
thinking consists of three features: holistic thinking, perspective
integration and harmony maintenance. Holistic thinking refers
to how individuals recognize things from different aspects; thus,
holistic thinking can promote individuals to consider situations
from a wide range of views so they can adjust to contradictory
situations (Pan and Sun, 2018). Perspective integration refers to
integrating of one’s own opinion with those of others and seeking
solutions that are acceptable to all by adopting compromising
approaches to discussing problems (Ji et al., 2010). Harmony
maintenance refers to developing harmonious relationships with
others. A harmonious relationship demands that individuals
understand the other’s behavior and subsequently adjust one’s
own behavior (Pan and Sun, 2018). Therefore, Zhong Yong
thinking offers an alternative cognitive style. By adopting a Zhong
Yong thinking, individuals not only perceive and adjust their
inner selves, but also change their behavior according to the
different external environment (Wu and Lin, 2005). For the
external environment, Zhong Yong thinkers tend to consciously
process the information they hear and integrate it with their
internal needs, then choose the most appropriate behavior. This
coincides with one of the characteristics of sense-making; that
is, sense-making concerns the action that individuals take to
make sense of a situation (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014).
Individuals with Zhong Yong thinking make a continuous effort
to understand connections among peoples, places, and events.

Employees receive contradictory and interdependent
demands from their paradoxical leaders. Product developers,
for example, are asked to consider cost issues and strictly follow
specifications when developing new products. If employees have
Zhong Yong thinking, they may have different interpretations,
sensitivity and flexibility regarding the demands conveyed by a
paradoxical leader. They may also think about how to integrate
the leader’s demand with their abilities and take appropriate
action. As individuals with high Zhong Yong thinking seek a
compromise between extremes (Yao et al., 2010), they will try to
select cooperative strategies and compromises to stay consistent
with their leaders’ cognitions and behaviors. Subordinates of
paradoxical leaders learn to increase their capacity to respond to
a changing environment (Detert and Burris, 2007). The greater
the Zhong Yong thinking of employees, the more a paradoxical
leader’s values, goals and norms will be internalized into their
role cognitions and behaviors. In addition, due to the principle
of holism, individuals with high Zhong Yong thinking will seek

to deal creatively with change while simultaneously maintaining
their efficiency (Miron-Spektor et al., 2011).

Therefore, we propose that Zhong Yong thinking enables
employees to be more flexible and open to be consistent
with paradoxical leadership, thereby becoming more actively
accepting paradoxical leaders’ efforts to achieve the best possible
task performance.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Zhong Yong thinking moderates
the relationship between paradoxical leadership and
employees’ adaptability, such that the positive relationship
is stronger for employees with high Zhong Yong thinking
than for those with low Zhong Yong thinking.

Taking these hypotheses together, a moderated mediation
model is formed in which the relationship between paradoxical
leadership and subordinates’ adaptability and the mediated
relationship between paradoxical leadership and subordinates’
task performance depending on the level of subordinates’ Zhong
Yong thinking. In other words, we propose that paradoxical
leaders improve task performance by increasing adaptability,
which is more likely to occur when individuals have a high level
of Zhong Yong thinking. This leads to the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ Zhong Yong thinking moderates
the mediating effect of adaptability on the relationship
between paradoxical leadership and task performance,
such that the indirect effect of paradoxical leadership on
task performance via adaptability is stronger for high
Zhong Yong thinking than for low Zhong Yong thinking.

The Moderating Role of Organizational
Identification
According to sense-making theory, a main characteristic
of sense-making is that it is social, grounded in identity
construction (Weick, 1995). sense-making can be difficult and
lead to confusion without social roles and relationships within
an organization (Weick, 1993). organizational identification
represents common attributes that bind the individuals to their
organizations (Dutton et al., 1994), which may influence
individuals’ issue-interpretation, meaning-creation, and
engagement in creative actions toward their organizations
(Madjar et al., 2011). And another important feature of sense-
making is that it is based on extracted cues (Weick, 1995),
which indicates that individuals focus only on one part of
their environment. Ford (1996) suggests that individuals
tend to favor cues that are consistent with their personality.
A paradoxical leader is part of the environment, which will
influence employees’ selection of environmental cues for
adapting in the face of complex challenges. Therefore, we
examine an interactive effect of paradoxical leadership (i.e.,
cue extraction) and organizational identification (i.e., identity
construction) on employee adaptability.

Organizational identification is defined as the individual’s
sense of group or belonging to an organization in which an
individual defines one’s own identity as a member (Mael and
Ashforth, 1992). The more an individual identifies with an
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organization, the more the organization’s identity is incorporated
into the individual’s self-concept (Dutton et al., 1994). Employees
with high organizational identification have a higher desire
to enhance their self-concept, self-esteem, and self-worth to
cope with a changing environment. Moreover, previous research
on leadership has found that an employee’s self-concept is a
moderating factor in leadership processes (van Knippenberg
et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2017). Consisting with this notion, we
suggest that employees with high organizational identification
can adjust to paradoxical leadership in a more positive way.
Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Employees’ organizational
identification moderates the relationship between
paradoxical leadership and employees’ adaptability, such
that the positive relationship is stronger for employees
with high organizational identification than for those with
low organizational identification.

We further suggest that employees’ organizational
identification moderates the indirect relationship between
paradoxical leadership and task performance. Drawing on
our discussion for Hypotheses 1, 2, and 5, we predict that for
employees with a high level of organizational identification,
paradoxical leadership will enhance adaptability, which in turn
will promote performance outcomes. In contrast, for those with a
low level of organizational identification, paradoxical leadership
will hinder task performance by reducing adaptability.

Hypothesis 6: Employees’ organizational identification
moderates the mediating effect of adaptability on the
relationship between paradoxical leadership and task
performance, such that the indirect effect of paradoxical
leadership on task performance via adaptability is stronger
for high organizational identification than for low
organizational identification.

The model we propose is illustrated in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure
To test our hypotheses, we used a multi-respondent cross-
sectional survey design to collect data. Data were collected from
full-time employees, including employees and their immediate
supervisors in 10 companies in southern China. These companies
were all from high-tech industries. The research assistants handed
out dyadic questionnaires that were filled out separately by
supervisors and their subordinates, with the help of the human
resource departments of each company. The covering letter of the
questionnaires indicated that their data would be kept completely
confidential and used only for scientific research.

Two separate surveys were administered for 1 month in
order to reduce the influence of homologous error. At Time 1,
the employees rated paradoxical leadership, adaptability, Zhong
Yong thinking, and organizational identification. One month
later, at Time 2, the supervisors rated their subordinates’ task

performance. At Time 1, a total of 315 employees filled in the
questionnaire. At Time 2, a total of 268 supervisors filled in
the questionnaire. After removing invalid responses, we had
235 unique supervisor-subordinate dyads who had completed
questionnaires; the response rate was 74.6%.

Among the participates, 159 (67.7%) supervisors and 127
(54.0%) subordinates were male. The mean age of supervisors
was 36.09 years (SD = 5.73) and of subordinates 30.34 years
(SD = 5.47). About 95.3% of supervisors and 82.5% of
subordinates had college or higher degrees. On average,
supervisors had 5.29 years (SD= 2.86) of work experience in their
current company, and subordinates on average had worked for
3.89 years (SD= 4.45) in their current company.

Ethical Statement
Before starting data collection, ethical approval was applied and
approved by the Academic Committee of the University. All
procedures performed in studies involving human participants
did not violate any legal regulations or common ethical
guidelines. In order to ensure that ethical principles are followed
in this study, the purpose of this research was introduced and
informed consent was obtained from all individual participants
included in the study. Moreover, all participants were assured
that they could reject any questions or withdraw from the
survey at any time. Lastly, individual participants’ anonymity and
confidentiality were assured.

Measures
Paradoxical Leadership
We used the twenty-two items developed by Zhang et al.
(2015) to measure paradoxical leadership behavior. The scale
contains five dimensions: combining self-centerdness with other-
centeredness; maintaining both distance and closeness; treating
subordinates uniformly while allowing individualization;
enforcing work requirements while allowing flexibility; and
maintaining decision control while allowing autonomy.
Employees were asked to rate their leader’s paradoxical
leadership behavior. A sample item was ‘Uses a fair approach
to treat all subordinates uniformly, but also treats them as
individuals.’ All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5).
Cronbach’s α of five dimensions were UI = 0.86, SO = 0.83,
CA= 0.89, RF= 0.85, DC= 0.88.

Adaptability
We used the nine items developed by Van der Heijde and Van der
Heijden (2006) and shortened by Van der Heijden et al. (2018) to
measure subordinates’ adaptability. According to Van der Heijde
and Van der Heijden (2006), subordinates’ adaptability contains
two dimensions: anticipation and optimization, and personal
flexibility. Anticipation and optimization were measured with
four items. A sample item was ‘I consciously devote attention
to applying my newly acquired knowledge and skills.’ Personal
flexibility was measured with five items. A sample item was ‘I
adapt to developments within my organization.’ All items were
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.

(1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5). Cronbach’s α of two dimensions were
AO= 0.85, PF= 0.83.

Task Performance
We used the three items developed by Farh et al. (1991) to
measure task performance. Supervisors were asked to rate their
direct subordinates’ task performance from three aspects: work
quality, work efficiency and the completion of the work target.
A sample item was ‘Are your subordinate’s work outcomes
perfect, free of error and of high accuracy?’ All items were rated
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to
‘strongly agree’ (5). Cronbach’s α was 0.79.

Zhong Yong Thinking
We used the thirteen items developed by Wu and Lin
(2005) to measure Zhong Yong thinking. The scale contains
three dimensions: holistic thinking, perspective integration and
harmony. The participants were asked to report their own Zhong
Yong thinking. A sample item was ‘I try to find a balance between
my own opinions and those of others.’ All items were rated on a 5-
point Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly
agree’ (5). Cronbach’s α of three dimensions were HT = 0.89,
PI= 0.86, HM= 0.87.

Organizational Identification
We used the five items developed by Smidts et al. (2001)
to measure employees’ organizational identification. Employees
were asked to report their own organizational identification.
A sample item was ‘I experience a strong sense of belonging to my
company.’ All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (5). Cronbach’s
α was 0.94.

Control Variables
For assessing predictive validity, we considered several relevant
control variables, such as gender (0 = female, 1 = male), and
educational level (1 = high school degree or less, 2 = practical

degree, 3 = bachelor’s, 4 = master’s or higher). We also
controlled for the organizational tenure of the supervisors and
employees, both of which might have an influence on the
interaction between them.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
We used Amos 21.0 to conduct confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) to test the factorial validity of our measures through
maximum likelihood estimation. The measurement model
consisted of all measured variables, including paradoxical
leadership (UI, treating subordinates uniformly while allowing
individualization; SO, combining self-centeredness with other-
centeredness; CA, maintaining decision control while allowing
autonomy; RF, enforcing work requirements while allowing
flexibility; DC, maintaining both distance and closeness),
adaptability (AO, anticipation and optimization; PF, personal
flexibility), Zhong Yong thinking (HT, holistic thinking;
PI, perspective integration; HM, harmony), organizational
identification, task performance and creativity. A total of
variables/dimensions of were taken as latent variables, and the
items of each variable/dimension were taken as explicit variables.
The reliability and validity of our study questionnaire were
evaluated by calculating composition reliability (CR) and average
variance extracted (AVE) through the factor loading of CFA.

For this study, the standardized factor loading of the
variables/dimensions was between 0.529 and 0.929. Cronbach’s α

ranged from 0.789 to 0.944. The CR ranged from 0.791 to 0.945
and the AVE was between 0.511 and 0.775 (see Table 1). They
were all in line with the recommended values given by Fornell
and Larcker (1981): the standardized factor loading was greater
than 0.5, the AVE should be greater than 0.5, and the CR was
greater than 0.6. The test results of discriminate validity showed
that each square root of AVE ranged from 0.715 to 0.880 (see
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TABLE 1 | Internal consistency reliability, composition reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.

Variables Factor Item Factor loading Reliability Convergent validity Discriminant validity

α CR AVE r Square root of AVE

Paradoxical leadership UI PL1∼PL5 0.559∼0.858 0.856 0.864 0.564 0.080∼0.762 0.751

SO PL6∼PL10 0.559∼0.811 0.832 0.839 0.515 0.094∼0.762 0.718

CA PL11∼PL14 0.737∼0.869 0.892 0.893 0.677 0.137∼0.614 0.823

RF PL15∼PL18 0.735∼0.803 0.852 0.854 0.594 0.103∼0.604 0.771

DC PL19∼PL22 0.765∼0.835 0.875 0.877 0.642 0.098∼0.604 0.801

Zhong Yong thinking HT ZY1∼ZY4 0.772∼0.899 0.887 0.888 0.666 0.077∼0.760 0.816

PI ZY5∼ZY9 0.564∼0.826 0.856 0.861 0.558 0.094∼0.831 0.747

HM ZY10∼ZY13 0.687∼0.819 0.871 0.876 0.640 0.080∼0.831 0.800

Organizational identity OI OI1∼OI5 0.799∼0.929 0.944 0.945 0.775 0.204∼0.914 0.880

Adaptability AO AD1∼AD4 0.618∼0.860 0.853 0.857 0.603 0.195∼0.914 0.777

PF AD5∼AD9 0.529∼0.836 0.833 0.836 0.511 0.110∼0.360 0.715

Task performance TP TP1∼TP3 0.727∼0.761 0.789 0.791 0.557 0.077∼0.396 0.746

Table 1), which is greater than the correlation coefficient between
the constructs and meets the criteria suggested by Fornell et al.
(1982). This finding indicates that the questionnaire developed in
this study had high internal consistency reliability, composition
reliability, convergence validity and discriminant validity.

In order to control the common-method variance, we
collected data at two time points, since the independent variable
‘paradoxical leadership’ and the mediator ‘adaptability’ were
answered by employees at the same time, the problem of the
homologous variance may exist. So we adopted method such as
concealment of survey content and information of respondents,
setting reverse questions, and different scales (Likert-5, Likert-
7) to reduce response tendency in the survey. The fit indices of
the CFA (χ2

= 1736.608, df = 1208, CFI = 0.931, TLI = 0.924,
RMSEA = 0.043, SRMR = 0.049) are all acceptable (lower
than 0.95), indicating that the confirmatory factor model we
constructed is scientific and reasonable (see Table 2).

The means, standard deviations and correlations are shown
in Table 3. The results showed that paradoxical leadership was
positively related to adaptability (r = 0.33, p < 0.01) and task
performance (r = 0.28, p < 0.01). Thus, our hypotheses received
preliminary support.

Hypothesis Testing
We adopted a stepwise regression method to test our hypotheses.
The results are shown in Table 4. First, the results of Model 9
indicated that paradoxical leadership had a positive relationship
with task performance (β = 0.29, p < 0.001); the total effect
of paradoxical leadership on task performance was significant.
H1 was supported; Second, Model 2 indicated that paradoxical
leadership had a positive relationship with adaptability (β= 0.33,

TABLE 2 | Indices of model fit.

Index of model fit χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

– – <3 >0.9 >0.9 <0.08 <0.08

Results 1736.608 1208 1.438 0.931 0.924 0.043 0.049

p < 0.001); Third, Model 10 indicated that paradoxical
leadership and adaptability had a positive relationship with task
performance (β = 0.21, p < 0.01; β = 0.26, p < 0.001). The
results indicated that adaptability plays a partial mediating role
in the relationship between paradoxical leadership and task
performance. To further test the mediating effect of adaptability,
we adopted the test method proposed by Preacher et al. (2007),
using bootstrapping with the SPSS Process. The results of
bootstrapping showed that the indirect effect was significant
(a × b = 0.130), 95% confidence interval [LLCI = 0.060,
ULCI= 0.220]. Therefore, H2 was supported.

To examine the moderating effect of Zhong Yong thinking
and organizational identification, we followed the suggestion of
Cohen et al. (2003). We first centralized the independent variable
‘paradoxical leadership,’ the moderator variables ‘Zhong Yong
thinking’ and ‘organizational identification,’ and then respectively
constructed the interaction items ‘paradoxical leadership’ and
‘Zhong Yong thinking,’ and ‘paradoxical leadership’ and
‘organizational identification.’ As shown in Table 4, Model 2
indicated that paradoxical leadership had a positive relationship
with adaptability (β = 0.33, p < 0.001). In Model 4, we put
‘paradoxical leadership’ and ‘Zhong Yong thinking’ into the
regression equation model at the same time, and results showed
that paradoxical leadership still had a positive relationship with
adaptability (β = 0.28, p < 0.001), and the interaction between
‘paradoxical leadership’ and ‘Zhong Yong thinking’ had a positive
relationship with adaptability (β = 0.24, p < 0.001). To better
understand the moderating effect, according to the suggestion
of Cohen et al. (2003), we used Process program by Hayes and
Usami (2020)1 to conduct a simple slope test. Figure 2 shows that
paradoxical leadership was more positively related to adaptability
when Zhong Yong thinking was high than when it was low.
Therefore, H3 was supported.

We further tested the moderating effect of organizational
identification. On the basis of Model 2, we put ‘paradoxical
leadership’ and ‘organizational identification’ into the regression
equation model at the same time (Model 6), and results showed

1http://www.processmacro.org/download.html
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficient matrix.

Variables M SD Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(1) Gender 0.68 0.47 1

(2) Organizational Tenure (year) 5.29 2.86 0.00 1

(3) Education 3.26 0.55 –0.10 0.05 1

(4) PL 3.87 0.48 –0.01 0.08 0.08 1

(5) ZYT 2.13 0.63 –0.03 0.04 –0.04 0.17** 1

(6) Organization Identification 3.91 0.82 –0.03 –0.01 –0.06 0.32** 0.35** 1

(7) Adaptability 3.87 0.61 –0.03 –0.03 0.07 0.33** 0.26** 0.33** 1

(8) Task performance 3.99 0.72 –0.03 –0.06 –0.05 0.28** 0.09 0.09 0.32**

n = 235. 0 = female; 1 = male; PL, paradoxical leadership; ZYT, Zhong Yong thinking.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 | Analysis of regression.

Adaptability Task performance

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 M9 M10

Gender −0.02 −0.02 −0.01 0.00 −0.01 0.01 0.02 −0.03 −0.03 −0.03

Tenure(year) −0.03 −0.06 −0.06 −0.05 −0.05 −0.07 −0.01 −0.06 −0.08 −0.07

Education 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.06 0.05 0.07 −0.05 −0.07 −0.08

PL 0.33*** 0.29*** 0.28*** 0.25*** 0.28*** 0.20*** 0.29*** 0.21**

ZYT 0.22** 0.20** 0.11**

OI 0.25*** 0.27*** 0.04

Adaptability 0.26***

PLxZYT 0.24*** 0.16***

PLxOI 0.32*** 0.13***

ZYTxOI −0.18***

PLxZYTxOI −0.02

R2 0.01 0.11 0.16 0.21 0.17 0.27 0.35 0.01 0.09 0.15

1R2 0.11*** 0.05** 0.06*** 0.06*** 0.10*** 0.35*** 0.08*** 0.06***

F 0.44 7.40*** 8.66*** 10.33*** 9.29*** 14.16*** 17.32*** 0.52 5.68*** 7.99***

n = 235.
PL, paradoxical leadership; ZYT, Zhong Yong thinking; OI, organizational identification.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

that paradoxical leadership still had a positive relationship with
adaptability (β = 0.28, p < 0.001), and the interaction between
paradoxical leadership and organizational identification had a
positive relationship with adaptability (β = 0.32, p < 0.001).
Figure 3 shows that paradoxical leadership was more positively
related to adaptability when organizational identification was
high than when it was low. Therefore, H5 was supported.

In order to test the robustness of the results, we controlled
for the three-way interaction (and the interactive term of
Zhong Yong thinking and organizational identification) in the
regression analysis (Model 7), results showed that paradoxical
leadership still had a positive relationship with adaptability
(β = 0.20, p < 0.001), and the interaction between paradoxical
leadership and Zhong Yong thinking, paradoxical leadership and
organizational identification still had a positive relationship with
adaptability (β= 0.16, p < 0.001; β= 0.13, p < 0.001).

As shown in Table 5, when Zhong Yong thinking was at a
low level, the indirect effect of paradoxical leadership on task

performance via adaptability was not significant (effect = 0.03,
95% CI [–0.04, 0.10]). When Zhong Yong thinking was at a high
level, the results were significant (effect = 0.18, 95% CI [0.09,
0.31]). By comparing the difference mediating effect of each level,
we found that confidence interval of mediating effect difference
between high and low level did not contain zero (effect = 0.16,
95%CI [0.06, 0.30]), indicating the mediating effect of each level
was significantly different. Moreover, the moderated mediation
effect was 0.12, and the 95% CI was [0.05, 0.24]; neither contained
zero. These results indicated that the indirect effect of paradoxical
leadership on task performance via adaptability was moderated
by Zhong Yong thinking. Taken together, H4 was supported.

Similarly, as shown in Table 6, when organizational
identification was at a low level, the indirect effects of
paradoxical leadership on task performance via adaptability
was not significant (effect = 0.0004, 95% CI [–0.05, 0.06]). When
organizational identification was at a high level, the results were
significant (effect = 0.22, 95% CI [0.11, 0.35]). By comparing
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FIGURE 2 | Interaction effect of paradoxical leadership and Zhong Yong
thinking.

FIGURE 3 | Interaction effect of paradoxical leadership and organizational
identification.

the difference mediating effect of each level, we found that
the confidence interval of mediating effect difference between
high and low level did not contain zero (effect = 0.22, 95%CI
[0.10, 0.34]), indicating the mediating effect of each level was
significantly different. Moreover, the moderated mediation effect
was 0.13, and the 95% CI was [0.06, 0.21], neither contained zero.
These results indicated that the indirect effect of paradoxical
leadership on task performance and creativity via adaptability
was moderated by organizational identification. Taken together,
H6 was supported.

DISCUSSION

Based on sense-making theory, we developed and tested a
model to examine how paradoxical leadership affects employee
performance outcomes via enhancing employee adaptability, and
how employee Zhong Yong thinking and organizational
identification influence the effectiveness of paradoxical
leadership. The results of a questionnaire survey of 235 sets of
paired data from supervisors and their direct subordinates found
that paradoxical leadership promoted employees’ adaptability,
thereby improving followers’ performance outcomes. Moreover,
the results supported the conditional indirect effects of
paradoxical leadership on task performance.

Theoretical Implications
Despite the fact that paradoxical challenges are pervasive
in organizations at both the organization level (Smith and
Lewis, 2011; Schad et al., 2016) and the employee level
(Zhang et al., 2015; Shao et al., 2019; Fürstenberg et al., 2021),
the effectiveness of leaders is becoming a central issue for
organizations to embrace inconsistencies and seek sustainable
development. Our study makes several contributions to the
literature. First, our study extends and adds value to the
sense-making theory by linking it with paradoxical leadership.
Although a variety of theoretical perspectives—such as paradox
theory, yin-yang philosophy, social learning theory and
self-determination theory—have been used to explain the
impacts of paradoxical leadership on employees’ motivations
and behaviors at work, this line of study has mostly focused
on what specific leader behaviors can promote adaptability
and when. In particular, it reveals that leaders can promote
the adaptability of their followers by adopting a “both/and”
approach to trigger followers to engage in sense-making
around the sources of opportunities and threats and act
so as to restore their identity in the face of dynamic and
complex environment (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). Such
a leadership approach improves employee adaptability and
subsequent task performance depending on individual cultural
factors and organizational context factors. Taking together,
our findings extend sense-making theory by demonstrating
how paradoxical leaders trigger their members’ sense-
making about the organizational environment and how to
do (Lüscher and Lewis, 2008).

Second, we take a step toward resolving a critical argument
about how paradoxical leadership help individuals address
task performance outcomes in complicated and conflicted
environment. Several studies have recognized that sense-making
is initiated when leaders arrive with a vision for the organization
in response to environment changes (Ravasi and Schultz, 2006;
Nag et al., 2007). Thus, sense-making by individuals occur

TABLE 5 | Moderated mediation results of Zhong Yong thinking.

Zhong Yong
thinking

Effect BootSE 95% CI

LLCI ULCI

Conditional indirect effects Low(–1 SD) 0.03 0.03 –0.04 0.10

High(+1 SD) 0.18 0.05 0.09 0.31

Difference (High–Low) 0.16 0.06 0.06 0.30

Index of moderated mediation 0.12 0.05 0.05 0.24

TABLE 6 | Moderated mediation results of organizational identification.

Organizational
identification

Effect BootSE 95% CI

LLCI ULCI

Conditional indirect effects Low(–1 SD) 0.0004 0.03 –0.05 0.06

High(+1 SD) 0.22 0.06 0.11 0.35

Difference(High–Low) 0.22 0.06 0.10 0.34

Index of moderated mediation 0.13 0.04 0.06 0.21
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in response to leader’s sensegiving which shape members’
understanding of a positive way forward. This positive way is
the individuals’ willingness to adapt to a leader’s behavior, and
to be more flexible and open to be consistent with paradoxical
leadership, to overcome challenges and changes. Therefore, we
highlight the necessity of examining adaptability as a mediating
mechanism in our study.

Third, following the sense-making theory, we contribute
to the literature on leadership by extending the boundary
conditions under which paradoxical leadership are more
effective. Specifically, the empirical results show that two
important boundary conditions (Zhong Yong thinking and
organizational identification) are the two factors that affect
the effectiveness of paradoxical leadership. In other words,
paradoxical leadership tends to elicit a high level of individual
adaptability in dynamic cognitions rather than in stable
cognitions in that Zhong Yong thinkers tend to consciously
process the external information with their internal needs.
This is consistent with the suggestion by Miron-Spektor et al.
(2018) that the importance of employees’ paradox mindset in
responding to organizational paradox is triggered by resource
scarcity. Moreover, our treatment of organizational identification
as a moderator also makes a contribution to identity literature.
We find that the effect of organizational identification is
sufficient to make paradoxical leadership conducive to employee
adaptability and subsequent performance outcomes. This means,
even if paradoxical leaders serve as sensegivers to influence their
subordinates, the sense-making by their followers may also fail
when the organization’s identity is not incorporated into the
individual’s self-concept. This result is also consistent with the
assertion by Maitlis and Christianson (2014) that individuals are
motivated to make changes in their own roles and actions when
leaders are successful in influencing the sense-making of them.
Taking together, our results suggest that with high levels of Zhong
Yong thinking or high levels of organizational identification,
paradoxical leadership may be sufficient for employees to fulfill
their self-enhancement needs.

Practical Implications
As organizational environments become more complex, fast-
paced and competitive, organizations increasingly confront
diverse paradoxical tensions. Leaders and employees seek coping
strategies to deal with these paradoxical tensions. Our study may
illuminate such strategies.

First, we highlight the importance for both leaders and
employees of a paradox mindset to deal with contradictory
demands. As prior research has suggested, coping with paradoxes
is becoming an increasingly important skill (Zhang et al.,
2015; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Second, our findings of
the mediation effect of adaptability shows leaders that an
effective way to increase performance is to improve employee
adaptability. Developing paradoxical leadership may be an
effective way for organizations to increase employee adaptability
to promote positive outcomes. Finally, managers aiming to
increase performance should be aware of different boundary
conditions, such as culture. Employees who endorse traditional
Chinese cultures will tend to understand leaders’ behaviors

and reframe change in a positive way. For example, previous
research has shown that Zhong Yong thinking guides employees
in managing their meta-cognitions and preventing the disruptive
effects of change (Pan and Sun, 2018). Managers should
give such employees complex tasks and the discretion to act
flexibly and autonomously. Moreover, rather than focusing
on avoiding workplace contradictions, organizations should
encourage greater organizational identification. Leaders’ sense-
making and sensegiving is an effective route to identification
(Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Ashforth et al., 2008). Managers
can enhance the prestige of the organization through the
exchange of organizational information with employees,
so that the identification of the organization becomes
a contributor to the employees’ self-enhancement needs
(Smidts et al., 2001).

Limitations and Future Research
Admittedly, this study has several limitations. First, our multi-
respondent cross-sectional data collection design by which
we collected paradoxical leadership and employee adaptability
at a single timepoint may cause common-method variance.
Thus, future research should consider longitudinal or three-
wave cross-sectional designs for data collection to replicate and
extend the current research. Moreover, the CFI and TLI values
in CFA are lower than 0.95. Future research should expand
the sample size to improve the indices of model fit. Second,
our research was based on a Chinese context, examining the
influence mechanism of paradoxical leadership on performance
outcomes from the perspective of individuals’ psychological
processes. Future research could consider the differences between
Chinese and Western situations when facing paradoxes. Third,
we focused on individual differences and organizational context
factors as boundary conditions that may affect the effectiveness
of paradoxical leadership. Future research could explore other
contextual variables that influence the effect of paradoxical
leadership on employee outcomes.
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The purpose of this research is to examine the mediating role of emotional intelligence
in the relationship between school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors and
their diversity management skills. For this purpose, this research, which was designed
in the relational survey model, was carried out on teachers. The data of the study
were collected using the “Sustainable Leadership Scale,” “Diversity Management
Scale,” and “Emotional Intelligence Scale.” Descriptive statistics, Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficient, t-test, one-way ANOVA analyses and structural equation
model were used in the analysis of the data. As a result of the research, it was
found that the school principals’ sustainable leadership behavior levels, their ability
to manage differences and their emotional intelligence levels were high according to
teacher perceptions. According to the correlation analysis, it was found that there
is a positive and significant relationship between sustainable leadership, diversity
management, and emotional intelligence. In addition, path analyses to examine the
mediator variable effect revealed that emotional intelligence has a full mediating role
in the relationship between school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors and their
diversity management skills. In addition to the research, it was also examined whether
teachers perceptions of school principals on sustainable leadership behaviors, diversity
management skills, and emotional intelligence levels differ significantly according to
teachers’ gender, professional seniority, educational status and the level of education
they work in. In addition to this, they have shown that they need to use their emotional
intelligence effectively.

Keywords: sustainable leadership, emotional intelligence, diversity management, school principals,
mediating role

INTRODUCTION

Changes in social, political, technological and economic life and globalization affect the
philosophies, cultures and strategies of organizations. This change leads to great differentiations
especially in the workforce profile (Clegg and Carter, 2009; Almeida and Chase-Dunn, 2018). In this
process, the management of human resources, which has become the most basic element of service
and production in organizations has gained more importance, so new approaches to management
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styles and human relations have begun to be needed (Teece,
2018), because every employee in organizations has different
characteristics and values. For this reason, knowing the
reflections of differences such as demographic and individual
characteristics, personality, socio-cultural values, ability-skills
and perception, personal conceptualization characteristics,
emotional adaptation characteristics, age-experience, gender on
the management, individual and organizational benefits and
drawbacks of the employees in the organizations will make it
possible to evaluate the differences in managerial policies and
practices in line with the goals of the organization. Thus, the
potential power of each individual making up the organization
will be utilized at the maximum level (Campbell, 2000; Lysova
et al., 2019; Yahyayeva, 2020).

The concept of managing diversity together gains importance
in terms of establishing a better functioning global management
system as well as better management of organizations (Pless
and Maak, 2004). New administrative structures will rise on
the basis of democracy and equality based on respect for the
differences. If diversities are not seen as a problem and they can
participate in rich management systems brought by diversity,
the importance of developing knowledge and skills on the
diversity management will increase. At this point, organizational
managers have great responsibilities (Trittin and Schoeneborn,
2017). Organizational managers will be able to both provide a
competitive advantage against other organizations and maintain
their organization for a long time if they can see the diversities
of organizational members as a wealth with their leadership
behaviors and use them effectively in the context of realizing
organizational goals (Coleman, 2012). It is thought that this may
be closely related so to the sustainable leadership behaviors of
organizational managers (Urbancová et al., 2020; Zeltina, 2020).
As a matter of fact, the sustainable leadership approach, which is
one of the leadership types on which researches are frequently
conducted, is based on an understanding that supports and
protects diversities in organizations and argues that a sustainable
organizational system can only be realized in this way. Leaders
are people who have the power to control, influence and direct
the emotions, thoughts and most importantly the behaviors of
individuals. From the point of view of educational organizations,
school principals will be described as successful leaders when
they have the ability to recognize their own personal feelings, be
aware of their limits, understand and attach importance to the
feelings of others, control stress and anger, be empathetic, and
be successful in human relations (Ergin, 2008; Ismayılov, 2019).
This seems to be closely related to the emotional intelligence
levels of leaders.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Sustainable Leadership
People live in groups and need a leader to manage the group they
belong to and lead them to their goals. This leader, who is at the
head of the group, unites the individuals in the group around a
goal and increases their courage and energy. In order to achieve
this, leaders are expected to have certain characteristics.

Sustainable leadership which aims to enable organizations
to build their current situation toward a successful future
rather than focusing only on long-term and financial success
(Hargreaves, 2007), requires encouraging systematic innovation
and providing quality products, services and solutions (Avery
and Bergsteiner, 2011). Davies (2007), on the other hand,
describes sustainable leadership as “one of the key factors” that
underlines the long-term development of the school, and states
that sustainable leadership fosters a leadership culture based on
the moral purpose of the school, which in turn ensures success
for the benefit of all. In this context, passion for continuous
improvement, balancing between past tradition and innovations,
thinking about the process, encouraging the participation of all
members of the organization, developing strategic measures to
ensure success and establishing school-society partnership should
be characterized by such features (Iliško and Badyanova, 2014).

Sustainable leadership has some benefits for organizations.
Some of these benefits, often highlighted in the literature
are: Sustainable leadership practices are estimated to improve
long-term organizational performance to varying degrees
(Suriyankietkaew and Avery, 2016). Sustainable leadership can
respond quickly and flexibly to all stakeholders (Avery and
Bergsteiner, 2011) and thus, overall stakeholder satisfaction
of organizations that adopt sustainable leadership practices
increases (Suriyankietkaew and Avery, 2014). Sustainable
characteristics of those who manage educational environments
also require them to be sensitive to the characteristics of the
individuals they work with.

Diversity Management
The management of diversity is based on accepting individual
differences in organizations as they are, not making any
discrimination against any person or group, and evaluating
the diversities of people in various dimensions in line with
individual and organizational purposes. Diversity management
is a comprehensive management philosophy that aims to reveal
the potentials of all employees in the organization and to evaluate
and benefit from these diversities in practice (Jabbour et al., 2011).
This philosophy envisages that individuals and groups in the
organization protect their own characteristics and that it affects
the organization as well as the individual, and that the whole of
common values in the organization is formed. Thus, it aims to
reveal all the talents of the employees and to develop them in a
way that contributes to the goals of the organization (Shen et al.,
2009; Urbancová et al., 2016).

As educational organizations, schools contain students
and teachers with many different characteristics (Bryan,
2010). Therefore, the diversity management skills of school
principals will be of great importance in the effective and
efficient management of schools, whose inputs and outputs
are recognized, and which contain individuals with so many
different characteristics (Young et al., 2010). Thus, it will be
possible to reveal all the talents of the employees in the school
organization and to develop them in a way that will contribute to
the goals of the organization. The process of managing diversities
is closely related to the management of emotions. The higher an
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individual’s emotional intelligence, the higher his or her ability
to manage their emotions and thus diversities.

Emotional Intelligence
Salovey and Mayer (1990), influenced by Gardner’s (1983)
multiple intelligence types, discussed that the individual’s ability
to perceive and regulate his own and other individuals’ emotions
differ and developed the first emotional intelligence model
(Gürdere, 2015). Titrek (2013) defined emotional intelligence as
understanding the feelings, emotions and thoughts of ourselves
and those we communicate with, empathizing with others,
managing our emotions by leaving aside fears and thus getting
optimum efficiency from our emotions. Goleman (2016), one of
the leading researchers in the field of emotional intelligence and
the most widely accepted and detailed definition of emotional
intelligence in the literature, defines emotional intelligence as;
the ability to mobilize oneself, to control impulses, to regulate
mood, not to let troubles interfere with thinking, to put oneself
in someone else’s shoes, and to hope.

Employees with high emotional intelligence have personality
traits that recognize and control their emotions, as well as
understand and manage the emotions of others (Dulewicz and
Higgs, 2000). For this reason, emotional intelligence gives the
individual many advantages in business life and helps the
organization to create positive emotions instead of negative
emotions and to show more positive behaviors to employees
(Gül et al., 2014). In this context, emotional intelligence has a
special place in schools as educational organizations, as in other
organizations. Because school principals, who know themselves
well and can direct their emotions, give more positive reactions
to the behaviors of teachers and students. They know what they
feel and what emotions they experience, and they can direct the
emotions and thoughts of school members in this direction in
order to create a better school environment (Weisinger, 1998;
Danilov and Mihailova, 2020).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Relationship Between Sustainable
Leadership, Diversity Management, and
Emotional Intelligence
Within the scope of the research, studies on emotional
intelligence, sustainable leadership and the diversity management
were examined. It has been observed that these variables have
been studied on different samples such as educational institutions
and other businesses. However, no research has been found in the
literature in which these three variables are used together, both
on educational organizations and on other organizations. There
are explanations in the literature that sustainable leadership
positively supports the management of diversity in organizations
(Morrison and Milliken, 2000; Pinder and Harlos, 2001). In
addition, one of the principles of sustainable leadership stated
by Hargreaves and Fink (2006) is diversity. The principle of
diversity refers to allowing all voices to be heard within the
organization. On the other hand, Lambert (2011) who conducts

research on sustainable leadership, examined the principles of
sustainable leadership in two categories as inclusiveness and
developmentalism. Among these principles, inclusiveness states
that sustainable leadership should respect and support diversities
within the organization. Similarly, Lambert (2011) examines the
elements of sustainable leadership under six headings: “creating
personnel capacity, strategic distribution, unification, generating
long-term goals from short-term goals, diversity and protection,”
and emphasizes the importance of diversity in sustainable
leadership. Therefore, it can be considered as an expected
situation that sustainable leadership supports the management of
diversity positively.

Emotional elements lie on the basis of the leader’s being
understood by the organization. For this reason, it has become
necessary for a leader to have emotional intelligence skills to be
effective and successful. Goleman (2017) stated that the reason
why emotional intelligence is very important in the success of
the leader is that this dimension of leadership, which is related
to emotions, determines the course of what the leader does.
In this respect, although organizational managers emphasize
that they have effective sustainable leadership behaviors, some
studies have shown that emotional intelligence levels are also
effective in realizing these behaviors. E.g., Ulrich and Smallwood
(2013), who classified the principles that guide sustainable
leadership as “simplicity,” “time,” “accountability,” “resources,”
“tracking,” “melioration,” and “emotion,” and drew attention to
the importance of “emotion” in sustainable leadership in their last
principle. According to Ulrich and Smallwood (2013), sustainable
change is also a matter of the heart and needs a strong emotional
person rather than an intellectual person.

Based on the information presented above, it is thought
that there may be a significant relationship between sustainable
leadership and the management of diversity in organizations.
In addition, in organizations where people with different
characteristics come together, it is possible that the emotional
intelligence levels of leaders can play a mediating role between
these two variables. In the literature, emotional intelligence
may be associated with both sustainable leadership (Badri-
Harun et al., 2016; Augusty and Mathew, 2020) and diversity
management (Gardenswartz et al., 2010; Kaufmann and Wagner,
2017). However, no study was found in the literature in
which these three variables were used together. Based on these
considerations, in this study, the mediating role of emotional
intelligence in the relationship between sustainable leadership
and diversity management was examined. In addition, it was
also examined whether the opinions of the participants regarding
these three variables showed statistically significant differences
according to their demographic characteristics. The research was
carried out with teachers working in schools, which are the
organizations where human relations are most intense.

Purpose of the Research
The aim of this research is to examine the relationship between
school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors, diversity
management skills and emotional intelligence levels according
to teachers’ opinions. In this direction, answers to the following
questions were sought in the study.
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(1) What are the teachers’ perceptions of the school principals’
sustainable leadership behaviors, diversity management
skills and emotional intelligence levels?

(2) Do teachers’ perceptions of school principals’ sustainable
leadership behaviors, diversity management skills
and emotional intelligence levels show a statistically
significant difference according to teachers’ demographic
characteristics?

(3) According to teachers’ perceptions, is there a significant
relationship between school principals’ sustainable
leadership behaviors, diversity management skills and
emotional intelligence levels?

(4) According to teachers’ perceptions, does emotional
intelligence have a mediating effect on the relationship
between school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors
and their diversity management skills?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Model
This research, which examines the relationships between
school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors, diversity
management skills, and emotional intelligence levels according
to teachers’ perceptions, was designed in the relational survey
model, one of the quantitative research methods. In this
study, the mediating role of emotional intelligence in the
relationship between sustainable leadership and diversity
management was tested.

Population and Sample
The population of the research consists of 11,025 teachers
working in Pendik (7,368) and Kartal (3,657) districts of Istanbul
in the 2020–2021 academic year. Simple random sampling
method was used to determine the sample. It is considered
sufficient for the sample that can represent the population,
which is between 10,000 and 15,000 with a 5% error rate in
the sampling determination table, to be in the range of 370–
375 (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970). Based on this information, the
research was conducted with 402 teachers. Table 1 shows the
distribution of teachers participating in the research according to
their demographic characteristics.

According to Table 1, 224 of the 402 teachers were female
(56%) and 178 were male (44%). In addition, 115 (29%) of
the teachers have 0–5 years seniority, 81 (20%) 6–10 years of
seniority, 82 (20%) 11–15 years of seniority, 75 (19%) 16–20 years
of seniority, and 49 (12%) have 21 years or more of professional
seniority. It was observed that 340 (85%) of the teachers were at
the undergraduate level and 62 (15%) were at the graduate level.
When the educational levels of the teachers were examined, it
was observed that 155 (39%) teachers worked in primary schools,
147 (36%) teachers in secondary schools, and 100 (25%) teachers
in high schools.

Data Collection Process and Tools
In the research; Sustainable Leadership Scale developed by Çayak
and Çetin (2018); Diversity Management Scale developed by

Balay and Sağlam (2004), and Emotional Intelligence Scale
developed by Titrek (2005) were used. The psychometric
properties of data collection tools are presented below.

Sustainable Leadership Scale
The Sustainable Leadership Scale, which was developed by
Çayak and Çetin (2018) and aims to measure the sustainable
leadership behavior levels of school principals according to a
teacher perception, is a five-point Likert type scale consisting
of 4 sub-dimensions and 36 items. Thirty-six items with factor
loadings between 0.55 and 0.79 explain 66.71% of the total
variance. The goodness of fit values obtained as a result of the
confirmatory factor analysis regarding the four-factor structure
of the scale are as follows: x2/df = 3.55; TLI = 0.91; CFI = 0.92,
and RMSEA = 0.06. The Cronbach’s Alpha internal consistency
coefficients calculated for the sub-dimensions and it was found
to be 0.97 for the Administrative Sustainability sub-dimension;
0.92 for the Economic Sustainability sub-dimension; 0.85 for
the Cultural Sustainability sub-dimension; 0.87 for the Social
Sustainability sub-dimension; and 0.98 for the overall scale.

Diversity Management Scale
The Diversity Management Scale, developed by Balay and Sağlam
(2004), is a five-point Likert-type scale consisting of three sub-
dimensions and 28 items. The variance rate explained by the
sub-dimensions of the diversity management scale was 11.4% for
the first sub-dimension, “Individual Attitudes and Behaviors”;
15.7% for the second sub-dimension, “Organizational Values
and Norms”; and 31% for the third sub-dimension, “Managerial
Practices and Policies.” The variance value of the Diversity
Management Scale explained as a single factor is 41.7%. The
Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient of the scale was calculated
as 0.77 for the first factor, 0.83 for the second factor and 0.95 for
the third factor. In the study, the general reliability of the scale
was calculated as 0.85. It can be said that as the scores obtained
from the dimensions of the scale increase, teachers’ perceptions
of the diversity management related to that dimension increase
in a positive way.

Emotional Intelligence Scale
Donaldson-Feilder and Bond (2004) state that the use of self-
filled (based on self-assessment) scales in the evaluation process
of emotional intelligence can be potentially misleading. For
this reason, it is important that the results of the studies on
school administrators are more objective and that the scales
are applied to other people who observe them, not to the
people to be evaluated, in order to obtain more reliable results.
Based on this information, the Emotional Intelligence Scale
developed by Titrek (2005) was used in the research. The
emotional intelligence scale is a five-point Likert-type scale
consisting of five sub-dimensions and 72 items. The rate of
variance explained by the sub-dimensions of the Emotional
Intelligence Scale was 52% for the first sub-dimension “Self-
Awareness (Awareness of Your Emotions),” 56% for the second
sub-dimension “Regulating and Managing Emotions,” and 70%
for the third sub-dimension, “Motivation of Emotions,” 52%
for the fourth sub-dimension “Empathy” and 62% for the fifth
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sub-dimension “Social Skills.” The Cronbach’s Alpha reliability
coefficient of the scale was 0.77 for the “Self-Awareness” sub-
dimension, 0.81 for the “Regulating and Managing Emotions”
sub-dimension, 0.83 for the “Motivation of Emotions” sub-
dimension, 0.74 for the “Empathy” sub-dimension and 0.89
for the “Social Skills” sub-dimension. In the study, the general
reliability of the scale was calculated as 0.96.

Personal Information Form
In the personal information form prepared by the researchers,
questions about the gender of the participants, their professional
seniority, their educational status, and their educational
levels were included.

Procedures and Data Analysis
The scale links prepared through Google forms were sent
to the teachers who wanted to participate in the research
voluntarily by the school administration. Data collected from
402 teachers were analyzed using the SPSS 22.0 program. In the
analysis of the data obtained within the scope of the research,
descriptive statistics related to the variables were calculated
and the relations between the variables were determined using
the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. Afterward,
mediation analyses were made using the structural equation
model and path analysis in line with the model proposed by
Baron and Kenny (1986). Statistical programs (SPSS and AMOS)
were used in the analysis of the data collected within the scope
of the research. Before starting the analysis firstly, whether
or not the data set had unidirectional and multidirectional
normality assumption was analyzed. For this purpose, the
skewness and kurtosis values of the data set and the Q-Q graphs
were examined. Administrative sustainability (−0.01 to −0.08),
economic sustainability (−0.21 to 0.09), cultural sustainability
(0.31 to −0.10), social sustainability (0.44 to 0.07), sustainable
leadership overall average (−0.01 to −0.24), individual attitudes
and behaviors (0.14 to −0.40), organizational values and norms
(−0.26 to 0.29), managerial practices and policies (−0.16 to
0.06), diversity management overall average (−0.08 to 0.15),
self-awareness (0.11 to −0.15), managing emotions (−0.25 to
−0.50), emotional motivation (−0.28 to 0.51), empathy (−0.10
to 0.14), social skills (−0.11 to 0.14), and emotional intelligence
overall average (0.10 to 0.06) scores were within the normal
distribution limits. George and Mallery (2003) state that when
the skewness and kurtosis coefficients are in the range of ±2,
the data show normal distribution. In addition, it has been
observed that the expected and actual values of the data are
distributed close to a line with a slope of 45 degrees in the
created Q-Q charts. Therefore, this showed that the distribution
of the data would be considered normal (Can, 2014). Since
multivariate analyses were used in the study, it was also examined
whether there was a multicollinearity problem between the
variables. In this, the correlation values between the variables
were examined. The correlation between the predictor variables
above 0.80 indicates that there may be a multicollinearity
problem, while the correlation above 0.90 indicates that there
may be an important multicollinearity problem (Büyüköztürk,
2011). Based on this information, as seen in Table 2, there is

TABLE 1 | Data on demographic characteristics of the participants.

Demographic
variable

Groups Frequency (n) Percentage (%)

Gender Female 224 56

Male 178 44

Total 402 100

Professional
seniority

0–5 years 115 29

6–10 years 81 20

11–15 years 82 20

16–20 years 75 19

21 years or more 49 12

Total 402 100

Graduation Undergraduate degree 340 85

Graduate degree 62 15

Total 402 100

Level of education
to work

Primary school 155 39

Secondary school 147 36

High school 100 25

Total 402 100

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis of variables.

1 2 3

1. Sustainable Leadership 1

2. Emotional Intelligence 0.68* 1

3. Diversity Management 0.50* 0.78* 1

Mean 3.90 3.95 3.87

Standard Deviation 0.32 0.33 0.36

Skewness −0.01 0.10 0.00

Kurtosis −0.24 0.06 −0.15

*p < 0.01.

no multicollinearity problem between sub-dimensions. In the
analyses, the significance of the difference between the means
was tested at the 0.05 level. In the interpretation of arithmetic
averages, the range of 1.00–1.79 was evaluated as “very low,” the
range of 1.80–2.59 as “low,” the range of 2.60–3.39 as “medium,”
the range of 3.40–4.19 as “high,” and the range of 4.20–5.00 as
“very high.” In addition, in the interpretation of the correlation
analysis, the range of 0.00–0.30 was accepted as “low,” the range of
0.31–0.70 as “medium,” and the range of 0.71–1.00 as “high” level
(Büyüköztürk, 2011). The study’s first question was investigated
by the arithmetic mean, the second question by Pearson product-
moment correlation analysis, the third question by t-test and
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), and the fourth question
by structural equation modeling (SEM).

FINDINGS

In the study, school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors,
their ability to manage differences and their emotional
intelligence levels were examined and it was examined
whether these showed significant differences according to
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some demographic variables. In addition, the results of the
correlation analysis between the variables were given, and then
the structural equation model regarding the mediating role of
emotional intelligence levels in the relationship between school
principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors and their ability to
manage differences was tested.

The relationships between the arithmetic mean, standard
deviation and skewness-kurtosis values of the scores obtained
from the scales used in the research and the scale scores are
presented in Table 2.

When the descriptive statistics in Table 2 are examined, it
is seen that the teachers’ perceptions of sustainable leadership
(X = 3.90), their ability to manage differences (X = 3.87) and their
emotional intelligence perception levels (X = 3.95) are relatively
high. In addition, when the skewness and kurtosis values of
the variables discussed in the study are examined, it is seen
that the distribution exhibits a normal distribution. Looking at
the correlation coefficients between the variables in Table 1,
there is a positive, moderately significant relationship between
sustainable leadership and diversity management (r = 0.50;
p < 0.001). Likewise, there is a positive, moderately significant
relationship between sustainable leadership and emotional
intelligence (r = 0.68; p < 0.001). In addition, a positive and
highly significant relationship was found between emotional
intelligence and diversity management (r = 0.78; p < 0.001).

An independent group t-test was conducted to determine
whether the sustainable leadership scale, emotional intelligence
scale and diversity management scale scores of the teachers
constituting the sample group showed a significant difference
according to the gender variable.

As can be seen in Table 3, as a result of the independent groups
t-test, sustainable leadership (t = −0.34; p > 0.05), emotional
intelligence (t = −1.60; p > 0.05), and diversity management
(t =−0.59; p > 0.05) scores, the difference between the arithmetic
means of the groups was not significant.

A one-way ANOVA was conducted in order to determine
whether the scores of the sustainable leadership scale, the
emotional intelligence scale and the diversity management scale
of the teachers constituting the sample group show a significant
difference according to the professional seniority variable.

As seen in Table 4, as a result of the one-way ANOVA,
the difference between the arithmetic averages of the groups
for the sustainable leadership score (F = 1.708; p > 0.05)
according to the variable of professional seniority was not found
significant. However, the difference between the arithmetic mean
scores of the groups for emotional intelligence (F = 2.859;
p < 0.05) and diversity management (F = 4.749; p < 0.05)
scores according to the variable of professional seniority was
found to be significant. Complementary analyses (post-hoc)
were carried out in order to determine from which groups the
significant difference detected for emotional intelligence and the
diversity management originates. For this purpose, firstly, the
homogeneity of variance was checked with Levene’s analysis
and it was found that the variances were not homogeneous
(LF = 5.626; p < 0.05/LF = 3.107; p < 0.05). For this reason,
the Dunnet C-test was preferred. As a result of the Dunnet
C-test, it was found that a significant difference for the emotional

intelligence scale was in favor of teachers with 6–10 years of
seniority between teachers with 6–10 years of seniority and those
with 0–5 years of seniority. On the other hand, for the diversity
management scale, the significant difference was found between
teachers with 6–10 years of seniority and teachers with 0–5 years
of experience, and between teachers with 16–20 years of seniority
and teachers with 0–5 years of experience.

An independent group t-test was conducted to determine
whether the sustainable leadership scale, emotional intelligence
and diversity management scale scores of the teachers
constituting the sample group showed a significant difference
according to the variable of educational status.

As can be seen in Table 5, as a result of the independent
groups t-test, the difference between the arithmetic averages of
the groups for the sustainable leadership (t = −1.95; p > 0.05)
score according to the educational status variable was not
found significant. However, the difference between the arithmetic
means of the groups for emotional intelligence (t = −2.54;
p < 0.05) and diversity management (t = −2.43; p < 0.05)
scores was found to be significant. The averages of the teachers
at the graduate education level were found to be significantly
higher than the averages of the teachers with the undergraduate
education level.

The mediating effect of emotional intelligence on the
relationship between school principals’ sustainable leadership
behaviors and diversity management skills was examined in line
with the model proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986). According
to this model, in order to test the mediator variable model,
there must be a significant relationship between dependent,
independent and mediating variables. When the findings in
Table 2 were examined, it was seen that all variables had
significant relationships among themselves. In addition, if the
variable in which the mediation effect is investigated in a
significant relationship between variables is added to the model,
there is a decrease in the level of the relationship between the
variables, this indicates the mediation effect. When the variable
that is thought to play a mediating role is added to the model, the
relationship between the dependent and independent variable is
considered “full mediation”; If the relationship is significant and
the effect level decreases, it is considered as “partial mediation.”

TABLE 3 | Independent group t-test results conducted to determine whether
sustainable leadership scale, emotional intelligence scale and diversity
management scale scores differ according to teachers’ gender variable.

Scale Groups N x Sd Se t-test

t Df p

Sustainable
leadership

Female 224 3.89 0.32 0.02 −0.34 400 0.736

Male 178 3.90 0.32 0.02

Emotional
intelligence

Female 224 3.92 0.33 0.02 −1.60 400 0.111

Male 178 3.98 0.33 0.03

Diversity
management

Female 224 3.86 0.37 0.03 −0.59 400 0.559

Male 178 3.88 0.34 0.03
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TABLE 4 | Results of one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) conducted to determine whether sustainable leadership scale, emotional intelligence scale and diversity
management scale scores differ according to teachers’ professional seniority.

Scale Groups n x Sd Source of variance Sum of squares Df Mean square F p Dunnet C

Sustainable leadership 0–5 years (1) 115 3.84 0.35 Between groups 0.683 4 0.171 1.708 0.147

6–10 years (2) 81 3.90 0.28 within groups 39.674 397 0.100

11–15 years (3) 82 3.90 0.32 total 40.356 361

16–20 years (4) 75 3.95 0.32

Total 49 3.93 0.27

Emotional intelligence 0–5 years (1) 115 3.86 0.36 Between groups 1.247 4 0.312 2.859 0.023 2-1

6–10 years (2) 81 3.99 0.28 within groups 43.284 397 0.109

11–15 years (3) 82 3.95 0.34 total 44.530 401

16–20 years (4) 75 4.00 0.38

Total 49 3.98 0.21

Diversity management 0–5 years (1) 115 3.95 0.33 Between groups 2.310 4 0.577 4.749 0.001 2-1 4-1

6–10 years (2) 81 3.76 0.39 within groups 48.266 397 0.122

11–15 years (3) 82 3.91 0.31 total 50.576 401

16–20 years (4) 75 3.89 0.38

Total 49 3.98 0.31

TABLE 5 | Independent group t-test results conducted to determine whether sustainable leadership scale, emotional intelligence scale, and diversity management scale
scores differ according to the variable of educational status.

Scale Groups N x Sd Se t-test

t Df p

Sustainable leadership Undergraduate degree 340 3.88 0.32 0.02 −1.95 400 0.052

Graduate degree 62 3.97 0.29 0.04

Emotional intelligence Undergraduate degree 340 3.93 0.32 0.02 −2.54 400 0.012

Graduate degree 62 4.04 0.38 0.05

Diversity management Undergraduate degree 340 3.85 0.34 0.02 −2.43 400 0.016

Graduate degree 62 3.97 0.40 0.05

In this study, it was investigated whether emotional intelligence
has a mediating role in the relationship between sustainable
leadership (independent variable) and diversity management
(dependent variable).

The relationships between sustainable leadership, diversity
management and emotional intelligence, which is considered as
a mediating variable, were examined by path analysis. The results
regarding the mediating effect of emotional intelligence between
sustainable leadership and diversity management are shown in
Figure 1 and Table 6.

As can be seen in Table 6, sustainable leadership significantly
positively predicts emotional intelligence (β = 0.68, t = 18.76,
p < 0.001) and diversity management (β = 0.50, t = 11.41,
p < 0.000). In addition, emotional intelligence significantly
positively predicts the diversity management (β = 0.83, t = 19.57,
p < 0.001). Kline (2015) suggested critical values for the
evaluation of standardized effect sizes. If it is less than 0.10,
it is low-level impact, if it is around 0.30, it is medium-level
impact, and 0.50 and above is high-level impact. Accordingly,
it can be said that sustainable leadership and emotional
intelligence have a high effect on the diversity management.
Sustainable leadership and emotional intelligence together were
found to predict 61% of the variance in diversity management
(R2 = 0.61, p = 0.000). The significance of the regression

values between the variables was interpreted as the assumptions
of the mediation test were realized. After adding emotional
intelligence to the model as a mediator variable, the relationship
between sustainable leadership and diversity management was
found to be insignificant (β = −0.07, t = −1.74, p > 0.05).
This finding indicates that emotional intelligence plays a full
mediating role in the relationship between sustainable leadership
and diversity management.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this study, sustainable leadership behaviors, diversity
management skills and emotional intelligence levels of school
principals were examined in line with the views of 402 teachers
working in public schools in Pendik and Kartal districts of
Istanbul in the 2020–2021 academic year. In addition, the
mediating role of emotional intelligence in the relationship
between the variables and the relationship between sustainable
leadership and diversity management were examined.

Research findings showed that teachers’ perceptions of school
principals regarding sustainable leadership behaviors are at a high
level. In similar research results examining sustainable leadership
in educational organizations (Yollu, 2017; Stephens, 2019;
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FIGURE 1 | Path analysis diagram for prediction of diversity management (mediation effect).

TABLE 6 | Findings on the mediating effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between sustainable leadership and diversity management.

Predictor (Exogenous) Predicted (Endogenous) B Se t β p

Direct effects

Sustainable Leadership→ Emotional Intelligence 0.72 0.04 18.76 0.68 0.000

Emotional Intelligence→ Diversity Management 0.89 0.05 19.57 0.83 0.000

Sustainable Leadership→ Diversity Management 0.55 0.05 11.41 0.50 0.000

Indirect effects

Sustainable Leadership→ Diversity Management −0.08 0.05 −1.74 −0.07 0.083

Dağdeviren-Ertaş, 2020), it was found that school principals
exhibit high levels of sustainable leadership behaviors. In his
study, Cook (2014), in which he examined how sustainable
school leadership is perceived by teachers, participants stated that
sustainable leadership is needed for students to continue their
academic development and teachers’ professional development,
and for this reason, sustainable leadership is important. In this
context, it can be considered as a positive situation that school
principals exhibit high levels of sustainable leadership behaviors
in the findings obtained from both this research and other
studies. The development of sustainable characteristics of school
leaders is a factor that increases the success of the educational
organizations they manage (Lambert, 2012).

Another finding of the study showed that teachers’ perceptions
of school principals’ ability to manage diversity is at a high level.
This finding of the study is similar to the results of some studies.
E.g., as a result of their researches Memduhoğlu (2007), Young
et al. (2010) and Özan and Polat (2013). determined that the
perceptions of school principals on the management of diversities
are at a high level according to teacher perceptions. However,
in their research on educational organizations and Balyer and
Gündüz (2010) and determined that teachers’ and administrators’
perceptions of the management of diversity are moderate. When
the literature is examined, it is seen that the perceptions of the
education administrators regarding the management of diversity
are at a medium and higher level. It is a positive situation that
the ability to manage diversities, which is an important point
for a leader, is not low. It can be thought that the selection
of school principals among senior and successful teachers was
effective in achieving such a result. As a matter of fact, it can be

thought that the ability to manage diversities can develop with the
development of social intelligence of individuals with experience
and work and life experience.

The findings showed that teachers’ perceptions of school
principals regarding their emotional intelligence levels were
high. Similar studies on educational organizations (Grobler
et al., 2017; Erkoç, 2019) revealed that educators have high
emotional intelligence levels. It is of great importance that school
administrators, who are teaching leaders, also have emotional
intelligence competencies (Recepoğlu, 2012). Because, studies
reveal that school principals’ emotional intelligence levels are
closely related to school success (Bardach, 2008).

Another finding of the study revealed that teachers’
perceptions of school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors,
diversity management skills and emotional intelligence levels
did not differ significantly according to teachers’ genders. In
their similar studies, Yollu (2017) and Dağdeviren-Ertaş (2020)
found that school principals’ sustainable leadership behavior
levels did not show a significant difference according to the
gender variable according to teacher perceptions, while Çayak
(2018) found that school principals’ sustainable leadership
behavior levels were significantly different according to the
gender variable of teachers. In this research, the scale scores of
male teachers were found to be significantly higher than the
scores of female teachers. The issue of gender is one of the basic
concepts of diversity management philosophy. Thus; like the
glass ceiling theory, one of the biggest obstacles women face in
promotions in business life is gender differences. Especially with
the increasing participation of women in active business life,
companies that aim to turn this into a competitive advantage
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are trying to turn gender differences into wealth rather than a
problem (Köksalan, 2019). In this context, it can be considered as
a positive situation that teacher perceptions of school principals’
skill levels in managing diversity did not show a significant
difference according to teachers’ genders. When the studies
conducted in the context of educational organizations are
examined, there are studies that support this finding of the
research. E.g., Ekşi et al. (2016) and Küçük (2018) we are revealed
that teachers’ perceptions of diversity management did not
show a significant difference according to the gender variable.
However, Balyer and Gündüz (2010) and Kılıçlar-Şahin (2015)
revealed in their research that there is a significant difference in
favor of male teachers in terms of gender in teachers’ perceptions
of diversity management. On the other hand, Karademir et al.
(2012) revealed that there is a significant difference in favor of
female teachers in their research. Therefore, it can be said that
the effect of the gender variable on the management of diversity
may vary according to different factors such as the organizational
structures of the researches or the participants of the research.
Turanlı (2007) and Erkoç (2019) in similar studies in which they
examined the emotional intelligence levels of school principals
also found that there was no significant difference between the
opinions of the participants according to the gender variable.
This situation supports this finding of the research. However,
it is possible to come across studies in the literature showing
that there are significant differences between the opinions of the
participants according to the gender variable. For example, Güçlü
and Recepoğlu (2009) and Recepoğlu (2012) revealed that there
are significant differences in favor of female teachers between the
opinions of the participants according to the gender variable.

Findings of the study revealed that teachers’ perceptions
of school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors do not
show a significant difference according to teachers’ professional
seniority; however, it has been revealed that the perceptions
of the diversity management skills and emotional intelligence
levels show a significant difference according to the professional
seniority of the teachers. For emotional intelligence, this
difference is in favor of those with 6–10 years of seniority between
teachers with 6–10 years of seniority and those with 0–5 years of
seniority. For the diversity management, it is in favor of those
with 6–10 years and 16–20 years of seniority between teachers
with 6–10 years and 16–20 years of seniority and those with
0–5 years of seniority. In his study, Dağdeviren-Ertaş (2020)
found that teachers’ perceptions of school principals’ sustainable
leadership behaviors did not differ significantly according to
professional seniority. However, in a similar study, Çayak (2018)
revealed that school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors
showed a significant difference according to the variable of
educational status. In this research, teachers with a seniority of
21 years or more perceive school principals as more sustainable
than those with other seniority years.

As in other fields, employees in educational organizations
have different demographic, social, cultural, and individual
characteristics and it is important to manage them well in
line with individual and organizational goals (Memduhoğlu,
2011). In this respect, it can be considered as an expected
situation that the perceptions of school principals regarding the

ability to manage diversities, as a characteristic of the career
stages in which teachers with different professional seniority
are in differ. Ekşi et al. (2016) found in a similar study
that teachers’ perceptions of diversity management differed
significantly according to professional seniority. In their similar
studies, Yollu (2017) and Dağdeviren-Ertaş (2020) found that
school principals’ sustainable leadership behavior levels did not
show a significant difference according to the gender variable
according to teacher perceptions, while Çayak (2018) found
that school principals’ sustainable leadership behavior levels
were significantly different according to the gender variable of
teachers., they concluded that as the professional experience
of the teachers increased, there was a positive change in the
perceptions of the school administration regarding their ability
to manage differences. However, unlike the result of this research,
Balyer and Gündüz (2010) and Kılıçlar-Şahin (2015) found that
the opinions of the participants on the management of diversity
did not differ significantly according to professional seniority, as
a result of their research in which they examined the perceptions
of teachers about the management of diversity in schools. On
the other hand, it was seen that different results were obtained
in similar studies in which the emotional intelligence levels
of the employees in educational organizations were examined
according to the variable of professional seniority. In some of
these studies, it was observed that the emotional intelligence
levels of educators did not differ significantly according to the
variable of professional seniority (Erkoç, 2019; Ertuğrul, 2020),
while in some of them, it was observed that the levels of emotional
intelligence differed significantly according to the variable of
professional seniority (Çiçen, 2021).

Findings of the study revealed that teachers’ perceptions
of school principals’ sustainable leadership behaviors, diversity
management skills and emotional intelligence levels do not differ
significantly according to a teachers’ educational status. There are
few studies in the literature examining the perceptions of school
principals regarding sustainable leadership behaviors according
to a teachers’ educational status. Of these, Yollu (2017) and
Çayak (2018) found that the factors according to the educational
status variable in their research; found that school principals’
perceptions of sustainable leadership behaviors did not show
a significant difference. However, there are studies conducted
with different types of leadership using the educational status
variable. For example, Değirmenci (2006) and Uygur (2010)
found that a teachers’ educational background did not cause a
significant difference between their perceptions of high school
administrators’ levels of realizing their cultural leadership roles.

Karademir et al. (2012) and Özan and Polat (2013) who
examined the perceptions of teachers regarding the management
of diversity in educational organizations, found that teachers’
perceptions of diversity management did not show a significant
difference according to the variable of educational status.
The results obtained from the studies are in line with the
results of this study.

Although there are many studies in the literature that show
that the emotional intelligence levels of education administrators
do not differ significantly according to their education levels and
support the result of this research (Acar, 2007; Babaoğlan, 2010),
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it is seen that the employees with high education level are
compared to those with low education levels. It is also possible to
come across studies showing that individuals have a higher level
of emotional intelligence (Canbulat, 2007; Gürbüz and Yüksel,
2008). Therefore, it should not be overlooked that emotional
intelligence skills are not the skills learned in the education
curriculum, but the skills that the individual gains through his
own efforts and experiences.

Another finding of the study is that there are positive and
significant relationships between sustainable leadership, diversity
management and emotional intelligence. In the literature, no
study was found in which all three variables were used together.
However, it is frequently emphasized in the literature that
organizations should encourage differences rather than ignore
them, value the workforce from different backgrounds, and
try to improve their ability to manage them, in order to gain
a sustainable competitive advantage in differentiated markets
(McCann and Kohntopp, 2017; Rahman, 2019; Jankelová et al.,
2020). Therefore, when we look at the issue from the point of
view of educational organizations, having a strong sustainable
leadership structure of the organization for a sustainable
success will be the key to the successful management of the
diversities within the institution. In addition, studies conducted
on both educational organizations and other organizations in
the literature reveal that managers’ emotional intelligence levels
show positive relationships with leadership behaviors (Qian et al.,
2017; Boyatzis, 2018; Lone and Lone, 2018). In this respect,
these findings obtained from the research are also supported
by the literature.

Research findings showed that emotional intelligence has a
full mediator role in the effect of school principals’ sustainable
leadership behaviors on their ability to manage differences. While
workforce diversities in schools provide various organizational
advantages, they can also lead to some inconveniences. Avoiding
these drawbacks depends on seeing the diversities as a wealth
and managing them well (Memduhoğlu, 2011). Organization
managers have great responsibilities in this regard. Their
leadership behaviors are of great importance in the effective
management of diversities. However, as the research findings
reveal, it is very effective for leaders to understand the individuals
in front of them, to empathize with them and to provide a strong
organizational communication, in short, to use their emotional
intelligence effectively in this process. It is possible to find
many studies in the literature that reveal the mediating role of
emotional intelligence between similar and different variables
(Sarwar et al., 2017; Foster et al., 2018; Yan et al., 2018). In
this context, it is important to find emotional intelligence as a
mediating variable in this study.

Limitations and Implications for Further
Research
This research has some limitations. The research was conducted
in public schools in Istanbul, Turkey’s largest city. A similar
research can be done with teachers working in rural schools or
private schools where fewer teachers work, and the results can be
compared. Self-report data collection tools were used to collect

the data of the study. Therefore, the data obtained are limited
to the answers given by the participants to the measurement
tools and the scope of the measurement tools. Considering this
limitation, it is thought that it would be beneficial to use different
methods such as observation and interview in future studies.

Conclusion and Suggestions
In the light of the results obtained from this research, some
suggestions can be made for researchers and practitioners.
Many factors are effective in organizational structures and
managerial processes. Therefore, comprehensive researches can
be conducted to determine the impact of these factors on
the management of diversity, including different types of
organizations. The moderator effects of variables such as
education level, age, branch, gender, school region can be
examined between teachers’ perceptions of school administrators’
leadership behaviors and their perceptions of the management of
diversities. Quantitative research method was used in this study.
For this reason, qualitative or mixed research methods can be
used in similar studies to have more detailed information about
the relationships of the variables.

In addition, some suggestions can be made for practitioners
in line with the results obtained from this research. In
order to manage diversities in the most effective way, school
administrators should adopt a management approach in which
all teachers can express their opinions and suggestions clearly,
and the diversities of individuals are seen as a wealth. In-
service training can be given to school principals so that they
can use their emotional intelligence effectively and efficiently.
In addition, qualified sustainable leadership trainings can be
provided for school principals to internalize the basic philosophy
of sustainability, and thus, sustainable leadership skills of
education administrators can be developed at the point of
creating a sustainable society.
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The proactive change behavior of an employee is the key to promoting organizational
innovation. However, the proactive change has a certain risk, and many employees are
unwilling to implement initiatively. How to promote the occurrence of a proactive change
behavior of an employee has become a hot issue in the theoretical and practical areas.
Based on the self-disclosure theory, this study uses the questionnaire survey method,
containing a total of 32 items, and uses the 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree
and 5 = strongly agree), with the Mplus and SPSS statistical software to analyze the
impact mechanism of work-related information sharing of supervisors on the proactive
change behavior of employees through the structural equation model. The regulatory
effect of non-work information sharing of leaders is analyzed using the latent regulatory
structural equation method. The conclusions are as follows: work-related information
sharing positively of supervisors influences the family-like employee–organization
relationship of employees; the family-like employee–organization relationship and
relationship energy play serial mediating roles in the relationship between work-related
information sharing of supervisors and the proactive change behavior of employees;
non-work information sharing of supervisors moderates the serial mediating path by
enhancing the positive influence of work-related information sharing of supervisors
on the family-like employee–organization relationship. Theoretically, this study has
complemented and enriched the research on the influence mechanism between the
information sharing of supervisors and the proactive change behavior of employees.
Practically, this study has important implications for supervisors to promote the proactive
change behavior of employees by sharing work-related information and non-work
information with employees.

Keywords: work-related information sharing of supervisors, non-work information sharing of supervisors, family-
like employee–organization relationship, relationship energy, proactive change behavior
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INTRODUCTION

In VUCA era, the economic environment of enterprises is
shrouded by great uncertainty. Only by continuous innovation
can enterprises improve their adaptability. In enterprise practice,
the proactive change behavior of an employee is an important
way to improve the organizational innovation ability (Kim and
Liu, 2017). Previous studies have shown that the proactive change
behavior of an employee has a positive effect on improving
the working engagement, working performance, organizational
adaptability, and innovation of employees (Müceldili and Erdil,
2016; Wu et al., 2017). However, due to the inherent challenges
and risks of the proactive change behavior, and the emphasis on
“favor” and “face” in the Chinese context, some employees only
focus on tasks within their roles to avoid resource losses and
interpersonal conflicts (Zhang et al., 2020). Therefore, how to
motivate employees to “be willing” to implement the proactive
change behavior has gained a great interest from academia and
management practitioners.

The proactive change behavior of employees refers to their
voluntary and constructive efforts to achieve the transformation
of organizational functions (Morrison and Phelps, 1999).
Existing studies have shown that transformational leadership,
participatory leadership, and empowering leadership can
promote the proactive change behavior of employees (Zhang
et al., 2018; Hao and Long, 2020; Wang et al., 2020). However,
few studies focus on the impact of information sharing behavior
of supervisors on the proactive change behavior of employees.
Some scholars pointed out that the task of supervisors is not
only to establish and maintain relationships with employees but
also to transfer information (Xu and Ouyang, 2012). Work-
related information sharing of supervisors can cultivate overall
consciousness and responsibility cognition of employees through
information transmission. It can not only positively affect the
employee performance but also promote working engagement
of employees (Chen et al., 2018). So, will the information
sharing behavior of supervisors also encourage employees to take
proactive change behavior? This issue needs urgent attention.

Based on the “Guanxi,” this study identified two specific
variables that may have an impact on work-related information
sharing of supervisors and the proactive change behavior of
employees, including the family-like employee–organization
relationship and relationship energy. The family-like employee–
organization relationship means that under the background
of high collectivism and “family culture,” employees and their
enterprises meet the needs of each other, regardless of gains
and losses, and share weal and woe (Zhu et al., 2015).
Relationship energy is a useful psychological resource produced
by a positive relationship, which can effectively deal with the
pressure and burnout in the workplace, so as to improve the
work ability of employees. In the process of studying how the
behavior of supervisors affects the proactive change behavior
of employees, their own feelings and emotions are important
mediating factors (Chen et al., 2006; Chen and Aryee, 2007).
In addition, in the context of Chinese culture, “Guanxi” plays
an important role in the formation of feelings and emotions of
employees. According to the self-disclosure theory, disclosure

of information to others can effectively predict relationship
satisfaction and relationship quality. Work-related information
sharing of supervisors to some extent reflects their trust in
employees, helps to improve their internal identity recognition,
and promotes them to establish a close emotional link with the
organization, resulting in a family-like employee–organization
relationship. The relationship energy generated by employees
in this positive relationship can provide psychological resources
for employees to creatively solve organizational problems and
implement the proactive change behaviors. To sum up, this
study will establish a chain-mediated model of work-related
information sharing of supervisors influencing the proactive
change behavior of employees through the family-like employee–
organization relationship and relationship energy.

The data show that leaders spend 70% of their daily time
communicating with employees (Jablin, 1979). Effective
communication between them can create a good working
atmosphere (Rasool et al., 2020). Besides work-related
information, their communication contents may also involve
hobbies, spare time of life, and non-work information sharing
related to family. According to the self-disclosure theory, the
disclosure of personal information to others is conducive
to developing positive relationships and thus affecting the
regulation of individual behavior further (Jiang et al., 2008).
Non-work information sharing of supervisors can reduce the
power distance between employees and supervisors, close the
relationship between employees and organizations, and thus
deeply affect the behavior of employees. Therefore, this study
intends to explore how the non-work information sharing of
supervisors moderates the chain-mediated effect of the family-
like employee–organization relationship and relationship energy
between the work-related information sharing of supervisors and
the proactive change behavior of employees.

The article is structured as follows: the second part presents
the relevant research on information sharing of supervisors,
family-like employee–organization relationship, relationship
energy, and proactive change behavior of employees, makes
research hypotheses, and constructs the theoretical model as
shown in Figure 1. The third part is the methods. The fourth part
is the data analysis. The last part is the research conclusion and
discussion.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS

Work-Related Information Sharing of
Supervisors and the Family-Like
Employee–Organization Relationship of
Employees
The family-like employee–organization relationship shows the
family-like cooperative relationship between employees and the
organization. As a representative of the enterprise, the behavior
of supervisors is an important contextual factor, which affects the
relationship between employees and the organization, and work-
related information sharing of supervisors is the most common
behavior of supervisors. Work-related information sharing of
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FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized model.

supervisors refers to their dissemination of mission, ideas, and
other information within the company, including explaining to
employees the decision-making and the development strategies
of the company (Nifadkar et al., 2019). According to the
self-disclosure theory, sharing information with interactive
partners can promote both parties to develop a positive
relationship (Jones and Archer, 1976; Archer and Cook,
1986). Willingness of supervisors to share more work-related
information with employees conveys their trust in employees,
which reflects the high-quality relationship between supervisors
and employees. Employees with high-quality leadership exchange
relationships generally have stronger psychological contracts
with the organization (Hogan and Holland, 2003) and are
more likely to have the family-like employee–organization
relationship. Information is the foundation of power of
supervisors (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2014). Sharing of work-
related information by supervisors to employees means that
they share power with employees, so that “insiders” identity
and organizational status of employees can be recognized, which
is conducive to enhancing the willingness of employees to
serve the organization for a long time (Song et al., 2009; He
et al., 2020) and promoting the formation of the family-like
employee–organization relationship of employees in the process
of organizational integration. Work-related information sharing
of supervisors enables employees to understand the mission
and goals of the company, as well as the role and meaning of
their positions, which helps employees view their contributions
to achieve organizational goals from the corporate level and
enhances their sense of work meaning (Chen et al., 2017). It is
also conducive to promoting employees from the “little self ” to
the “greater self,” thereby forming a blended relationship of “from
the little self to the greater self.”

Existing research shows that work-related information sharing
of supervisors can positively affect the relationship between
employees and the organization. Scholars such as Chen et al.
(2017) pointed out that work-related information sharing of
supervisors reflects their affirmation of abilities of employees,
which can strengthen their internal cognition. In addition,
enough information is the basis for effective decision-making.
Work-related information sharing of supervisors can increase
the sense of control of employees over their work, positively

affect their work engagement, and establish a close emotional
link with their work (Chen et al., 2018). Therefore, this article
speculates that work-related information sharing of supervisors
can positively affect the family-like employee–organization
relationships of employees.

Based on the above discussion, the following research
hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Work-related information sharing of supervisors has
a positive impact on family-like employee–organization
relationships of employees.

Family-Like Employee–Organization
Relationship and Relationship Energy
Relationship energy reflects an improved level of psychological
resources of employees in a relationship, which is conducive to
enhancing their work ability (Owens et al., 2016). The family-
like employee–organization relationship is the display of the
positive relationship between employees and the organization.
This positive relationship can provide employees with deep-
seated psychological resources, which is vital to the generation
of relationship energy. When there is a kind of the family-
like employee–organization relationship, employees and the
organization realize the deep emotional embedding of “You
have me, and I have you.” It can bring happiness and
satisfaction to employees for working in the organization, thus
put employees in a dynamic emotional state and have more
relationship energy. The family-like employee–organization
relationship embodies pan-family feeling of mutual dependence
and integration between employees and the organization
essentially, which makes it easier to perceive psychological
resources such as self-identity and social attachment in the
process of interacting with organization members, thereby
generating relationship energy. According to the altruistic rule
followed by the family-like employee–organization relationship,
when employees and organizations are in this relationship,
employees will treat supervisors and organizations as relatives
(Wang et al., 2018), which can inspire employees to be willing
to make effort. Moreover, in this process, they would gain
more physical, emotional, and psychological resources and have
more relationship energy. In contrast, employees who have
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no family-like employee–organization relationship will maintain
clear boundaries with the organization and put greater emphasis
on the equality of rights and obligations and the ratio of input
and return in its work. Moreover, their emotional commitment
to the organization is relatively low (Zhu et al., 2015), their work
motivation is shortage, and their relationship energy is less.

An empirical study by Wang et al. (2018) pointed out that
the family-like employee–organization relationship can positively
affect assistance behaviors of employees. The reason is that
the family-like employee–organization relationship is relatively
stable compared with other relationships. It can stimulate positive
attitudes of employees and may become an internal incentive
of employees, that is, relationship energy. Zhu et al. (2015)
showed that the family-like employee–organization relationship
can enhance positive behaviors of employees such as emotional
commitment and organizational citizenship. This reveals that the
family-like employee–organization relationship may stimulate
positive energy of employees, that is, relationship energy.

Based on the above discussion, the following research
hypothesis is proposed:

H2: Family-like employee–organization relationship has a
positive impact on relationship energy.

Mediation Effect of the Family-Like
Employee–Organization Relationship in
Work-Related Information Sharing of
Supervisors Relationship Energy
Work-related information sharing of supervisors can provide
employees with the work support they need, reduce uncertainty
and risk concerns in working, help avoid possible differences
and conflicts between supervisors and employees, and build
a harmonious atmosphere similar to getting along with
relatives, which promotes the formation of family-like employee–
organization relationships (Long and Chen, 2020). This kind of
relationship can improve effort-achievement expectations and
goal-achievement intrinsic valence of employees (Wang et al.,
2009; Tan et al., 2019) and provide motivation for their hard
work, so that relationship energy is generated. Work-related
information sharing of supervisors indicates that supervisors
recognize this employment contract relationship and appreciate
the personal value of employees, which is conducive to shortening
the distance between the superior and the subordinate,
increasing mutual emotional communication and promoting the
formation of family-like employee–organization relationships.
By providing employees with social and emotional resources,
supervisors can stimulate their inner work motivation and
generate relational energy. In addition, work-related information
sharing of supervisors indicates that there may be a close
psychological contract connection between the leader and the
employee. This connection will affect the self-positioning and
cognition of employees, promoting the formation of the family-
like employee–organization relationship, and then affect their
psychological resources to complete tasks (Sonnentag et al.,
2012). Therefore, we believed that this “strong relationship”

with the supervisor can promote the formation of the family-
like employee–organization relationship and then, generate
relationship energy.

The studies have shown that management behavior can
affect psychological resources of employees by changing their
subjective cognition (He et al., 2021). Scholars such as Wu
et al. (2017) pointed out that the practice of benevolence-
oriented human resources can positively influence the in-role
behavior and out-of-role behavior of employees through the
family-like employee–organization relationship. It is easy to
see that the benevolent management treating employees as
relatives can stimulate role recognition of employees as relatives
and provide psychological resources and relationship energy
for employees in implementing positive behaviors. In addition,
scholars such as Wang et al. (2019) have proved that the
organizational relationship of employees can positively affect
emotional commitment of employees through the family-like
employee–organization relationship. The investment behavior
of an organization in employees is conducive to changing
perceptions of their own responsibilities of employees, making
them more persevering in working. Thus, we assumed:

H3: Work-related information sharing of supervisors can
positively affect relationship energy through the family-like
employee–organization relationship.

The Serial Mediation Effect of the
Family-Like Employee–Organization
Relationship and Relationship Energy
The proactive change behavior has certain risks due to the
uncertainty of its results. Whether employees taking change
largely depends on the evaluation of changing outcome and
their own work level (Zhang et al., 2018). The relationship
energy generated during the interaction between supervisors
and employees can enhance psychological resources and work
capabilities of employees, which is a key factor affecting the
proactive change behavior of employees. Relationship energy is
also a resource transfer mechanism. The relationship energy that
employees obtain from the workplace is likely to be transformed
into proactive change behaviors that can inject energy into the
organization (Owens et al., 2016). According to the principle
of reciprocity, when employees obtain relationship energy from
their supervisors, they will reward the organization with loyalty
and extra effort, take responsibility initiatively, and then take
change. Therefore, relationship energy plays an important role in
the generation of the proactive change behavior of employees. In
addition, research by Onyishi and Ogbodo (2012) found that an
important feature of relationship energy is that the improvement
of self-efficacy has a significant positive correlation with the
proactive change behavior of employees.

Based on the above discussion, we proposed the following
hypothesis:

H4: Relationship energy can positively affect the proactive
change behavior of employees.
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Combining Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4, this study
holds that work-related information sharing of supervisors
can further promote the generation of the proactive change
behavior of employees through the mediating transmission
of relationship energy. Specifically, work-related information
sharing of supervisors is an embodiment of organizational
support, which enables employees to feel the trust and
recognition of their abilities and values from the leaders and the
organizations, which is conducive to the formation of the family-
like employee–organization relationship among employees. Once
such a positive relationship with the organization is formed,
employees are more likely to feel emotional and psychological
resources from this relationship and trigger their positive
emotions, including relationship energy. This contributes to
enhancing the psychological function of employees in work,
so that employees are more willing to invest more time and
energy for the success of the organization, shoulder more
responsibilities, and take the proactive change behavior.

To sum up, we assumed that:

H5: Family-like employee–organization relationship and
relationship energy play serial mediating roles in the
relationship between work-related information sharing
of supervisors and the proactive change behavior of
employees.

The Moderation Effect of Non-work
Information Sharing of Supervisors
In the process of the interaction between superiors and
subordinates, in addition to work-related information
sharing, supervisors often share non-work information
with employees. Non-work information sharing refers to
the communication between superiors and subordinates about
their concerns, interests, and activities outside the organization
(Nifadkar et al., 2019).

According to the self-disclosure theory, a high level of
non-work information sharing of supervisors may mean that
employees are intimate to supervisors and have a closer
psychological distance with supervisors, so that they can be
trusted by supervisors (Nifadkar et al., 2019). Emotional trust
is more likely to make the relationship between superiors
and subordinates developed in a harmonious direction (Shen
et al., 2019). In the context of harmonious organizational
atmosphere and high power distance culture, employees tend
to regard leaders as the embodiment of the organization. When
superiors share work information, employees are more likely
to internalize the mission and philosophy of the organization
and are more willing to devote themselves to the affairs of the
company, which is conducive to the formation of the family-like
employee–organization relationship. In another word, when the
degree of non-work information sharing of supervisors is high,
their work-related information sharing has a stronger positive
impact on the family-like employee–organization relationship.
On the contrary, when the degree of non-work information
sharing of supervisors is low, the intersection of supervisors
and employees involves almost exclusively work. For Chinese
people who emphasize human feelings and relationships, there

is still a certain distance to harmonious relationship atmosphere.
Employees may interpret work-related information sharing of
supervisors as an expectation that they will reciprocate at
work. This kind of assistant behavior will not be regarded as
unconditional contribution by employees and may reduce the
willingness of devoting themselves to the organization. Therefore,
when the degree of non-work information sharing of supervisors
is low, their work-related information sharing has a weaker
impact on the family-like employee–organization relationship.

At the same time, non-work information sharing of
supervisors will strengthen the positive impact of work-related
information sharing of supervisors on the family-like employee–
organization relationship, so as to have a moderated effect
on the serial-mediated effect of the family-like employee–
organization relationship and relationship energy. Specifically,
when the degree of non-work information sharing of supervisors
is high, it is conducive to promoting the establishment of
workplace friendship between supervisors and employees. In
these circumstances, employees may be inclined to regard their
supervisors as relatives and friends (Liu et al., 2020). When
supervisors are sharing work-related information, emotional
Chinese employees would not feel that their relationship with
supervisors and organization is merely instrumental and may
think that supervisors can not only provide emotional support
but also take care about their careers. It is more likely to
make employees feel the family-like employee–organization
relationship and experience more relationship energy, so as to
implement the proactive change behavior.

To sum up, we proposed the following research hypothesis:

H6: By strengthening the positive effect of work-related
information sharing of supervisors on family-like
employee–organization relationship, their non-work
information sharing moderates the serial-mediated effect
of family-like employee–organization relationship and
relationship energy on work-related information sharing
of supervisors and the proactive change behavior of
employees.

METHODS

Research Approach
This research uses the questionnaire survey method to collect
the data. The reasons for adopting this method are mainly based
on the following points. First, the behavior of supervisors will
directly affect employees, so it is reasonable to measure this
impact through self-report of employees (Zhou et al., 2021).
Second, the questionnaire is anonymous, and the respondents
can express their true wishes. Finally, a large number of valid
questionnaires collected can test the scientific characteristics of
the research hypothesis.

Research Samples
The questionnaire respondents came from Shanghai, Sichuan,
Beijing, Guangdong, Heilongjiang, and other provinces and
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cities, involving enterprises with different natures such as state-
owned enterprises, foreign enterprises, and private enterprises.
We sent out 600 questionnaires totally and collected 455
questionnaires finally through the online platform. The response
rate is 75.8%. To ensure the validity of the analysis, we eliminated
34 invalid questionnaires. The effective rate is 70.2%.

According to the descriptive statistics of samples, males and
female account for 46.1 and 53.9%, respectively; most of them
are aged from 21 to 30 years old (66.3%) and have bachelor’s
degree (49.4%); most of the employees work in private enterprises
(29.2%); and most of them have worked for less than 3 years
(69.3%). The position level is concentrated in ordinary employees
(84.6%), and the company size is less than 100 employees (33.7%).

Measure Instruments
We used the six-item scale developed by Nifadkar et al. (2019)
to measure the work-related information sharing of supervisors
and their non-work information sharing, items including, “my
boss will let me know the reason why my job task changes,”
“my boss will tell me some important changes in his/her home”
(1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree), and so on.
Cronbach’s α values were 0.859 and 0.955 (>0.7), respectively.

We used five-item scale developed by Owens et al. (2016) to
measure relationship energy, items including “when I interact
with my boss, I feel energized” (1 = strongly disagree and
5 = strongly agree) and so on. Cronbach’s α was 0.871.

We used five-item scale developed by Zhu et al. (2015)
to measure the family-like employee–organization relationship,
items including, “I put the interests of the company first in work,
because the interests of the company are closely related to my
interests” (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree) and so
on. Cronbach’s α was 0.879.

We used the 10-item scale developed by Morrison and Phelps
(1999) to measure the proactive change behaviors of employees,
items including “I usually try to adopt a better way to complete
my job at work” (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree)
and so on. Cronbach’s α was 0.933.

Previous studies have shown that background variables such
as gender, age, education background, working years, and
position level of employees, and nature and size of the company
have impact on their proactive change behavior (Hao and
Long, 2020). Therefore, the above variables are used as control
variables in this study.

DATA ANALYSIS

Validity Testing
In this study, the confirmatory factor analysis was used to verify
the discriminant validity among the five variables by Mplus,
namely, work-related information sharing of supervisors, their
non-work information sharing, relationship energy, proactive
change behavior, and family-like employee–organization
relationship.

The results are shown in Table 1. Among all the models, the
five-factor model has goodness of fit index.

Descriptive Statistics Analysis
In this part, we mainly carried out the descriptive statistics and
correlation statistics of each variable, and the mean, standard
deviation, and correlation coefficient are shown in Table 2.
In Table 2, work-related information sharing of supervisors
(r = 0.148, P < 0.01), their non-work information sharing
(r = 0.155, P < 0.01), and relationship energy (r = 0.219,
P < 0.01) are all positively correlated with the proactive change
behavior of employees. Work-related information sharing of
supervisors (r = 0.278, P < 0.01) and their non-work information
sharing (r = 0.408, P < 0.01) are positively correlated with
relationship energy. These results provide a preliminary basis
for some hypotheses proposed in this study. At the same time,
it can be seen in Table 2 that the synchronous changes among
variables are of statistical significance, which can be used for the
regression analysis.

Homology Deviation Analysis
In this study, Harman single-factor test was used to test
the homology deviation between variables. The test results
showed that there are five factors with eigenvalue greater
than 1, and the cumulative variance interpretation amount
is 68.381%. The variance interpretation amount of the first
principal component is 29.185%, less than half of the cumulative
variation interpretation amount. Thus, the common method
deviation is not so serious.

Hypotheses Test
Since there are multiple mediated variables in this model,
their modes of action may be sequential. Therefore, before
the hypothesis testing, it is necessary to identify and judge
the optimal reference model to avoid meaningless parameter
estimation. In this study, the following sis models are constructed

TABLE 1 | Fitting index of the scale by the confirmatory factor analysis.

Model χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

Five-factor model
IS, NIS, RE, LQC,
PC

965.766 454 2.127 0.052 0.942 0.937 0.055

Four-factor model
IS + NIS, RE, LQC,
PC

1434.077 458 3.131 0.071 0.890 0.881 0.070

Three-factor model
IS + NIS + RE,
LQC, PC

2204.604 461 4.782 0.095 0.803 0.788 0.096

Two-factor model
IS + NIS
+ RE + LQC, PC

3069.342 463 6.629 0.116 0.706 0.685 0.115

Single-factor model
IS + NIS + RE
+ LQC + PC

5483.875 464 11.819 0.160 0.433 0.394 0.190

N = 421.
CFI, comparative fit index; IS, work-related information sharing of supervisors; NIS,
non-work information sharing of supervisors; RE, relationship energy; RMSEA,
root mean square error of approximation; SRMR, standardized root mean
square residual; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; LQC, family-like employee–organization
relationship; PC, proactive change behavior.
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TABLE 2 | Correlation coefficient and descriptive statistics of variables.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. IS 3.91 0.712 1

2. NIS 3.27 1.170 0.594** 1

3. RE 3.73 0.784 0.278** 0.408** 1

4. LQC 3.93 0.723 0.353** 0.337** 0.292** 1

5. PC 3.77 0.786 0.148** 0.155** 0.219** 0.177** 1

6. Gender – – −0.020 −0.026 −0.085 0.038 0.009 1

7. Age – – 0.106* 0.303** 0.215** 0.145** 0.103* −0.043 1

8. Education background – – −0.148** −0.326** −0.131** −0.117* −0.160** 0.036 −0.299** 1

9. Working years – – 0.126** 0.327** 0.185** 0.130** 0.189** −0.161** 0.280** −0.341** 1

10. Position level – – −0.003 0.054 0.030 −0.038 −0.010 −0.009 0.120* −0.085 0.105* 1

11. Nature of company – – 0.000 −0.173** −0.107* −0.050 −0.107* 0.073 −0.128** 0.022 −0.087 −0.057 1

12. Size of company – – 0.140** 0.133** 0.082 0.103* 0.001 −0.069 0.014 −0.037 0.036 0.001 −0.162** 1

N = 421.
**Means that correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *means that correlation is significant at the 0.05 level.
IS, work-related information sharing of supervisors; NIS, non-work information sharing of supervisors; RE, relationship energy; LQC, family-like employee–organization
relationship; PC, proactive change behavior.

by Mplus software, and the optimal reference model is
selected according to the corresponding fitting indexes and
discrimination criteria.

Model 1: The mediation model of this study.
Model 2: The order of model variables is adjusted as
relational energy → family-like employee–organization
relationship → work-related information sharing of
supervisors → the proactive change behavior of employees.
Model 3: The order of model variables is adjusted as family-
like employee–organization relationship → relationship
energy→work-related information sharing of supervisors→ the
proactive change behavior of employees. Model 4: A parallel
mediation model, including work-related information sharing
of supervisors, influences the proactive change behavior of
employees through relationship energy and the family-like
employee–organization relationship, respectively. Model
5: Full path model, that is, the direct path from work-related
information sharing of supervisors to relational energy, the direct
path from the family-like employee–organization relationship
to the proactive change behavior of employees, and the direct
path from work-related information sharing of supervisors to
the proactive change behavior of employees are added. Model
6: Work-related information sharing of supervisors affects the
proactive change behavior of employees only through mediated
effect of the family-like employee–organization relationship and
relationship energy.

The fitting index of six models is summarized in Table 3.
According to Table 3, except Model 1 and Model 5, the other
models fail to meet the standard [χ2/df of Model 2, Model
3, and Model 4 are all greater than 3, and standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR) of Model 6 is higher than 0.06].
Taking the comparison of Model 1 and Model 5, we found that
the differences between its indicators are not significant. Since
they belong to nested models, the Chi-square changes of the
model should also be observed. When the Chi-square changes are
significant, the complex model with better fitting results should
be selected. When the Chi-square changes are not significant, the

model with more concise path should be selected. The results
show that the Chi-square of Model 1 has a significant change
compared with Model 5 (1χ2 = 3.079, P > 0.05), so Model 1
with a simple path should be chosen.

In conclusion, Model 1 has the best fitting effect. Comparison
results of Models 1–6 are shown in Table 3.

Mediation Effect Test
Having determined the optimal benchmark model, this article
used the structural equation model (SEM) and Bootstrap method
to test the mediation model. We controlled the control variables.
The running results of the benchmark mediation model are
shown in the Figure 2, and the Bootstrap test results are shown
in the table. The analysis is as follows:

(1) Work-related information sharing of supervisors positively
affects the family-like employee–organization relationship
(β = 0.501, P < 0.001). Hypothesis 1 is verified.

(2) Family-like employee–organization relationship has a
positive effect on relationship energy (β = 0.391, P< 0.001).
Family-like employee–organization relationship has a
significant mediation effect on the relationship energy
between work-related information sharing of supervisors

TABLE 3 | Structural equation model (SEM) contrast test.

Model χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Model 1 169.882 83 2.047 0.982 0.977 0.05 0.05

Model 2 262.154 83 3.158 0.963 0.953 0.072 0.09

Model 3 269.28 83 3.244 0.961 0.951 0.073 0.095

Model 4 4896.721 105 46.635 0.985 0.982 0.045 0.043

Model 5 166.803 82 2.034 0.982 0.977 0.05 0.047

Model 6 190.963 85 2.247 0.978 0.973 0.054 0.085

CFI, comparative fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; SD,
standard deviation; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; TLI, Tucker–
Lewis index.
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a1= 0.501*** b1= 0.391*** c1= 0.248***

a2= 0.258***

FIGURE 2 | Path coefficient diagram of moderated serial mediation model. It is standard coefficient that show in graph. IS, work-related information sharing of
supervisors; NIS, non-work information sharing of supervisors; RE, relationship energy; LQC, family-like employee–organization relationship; PC, proactive change
behavior. ∗∗∗Means that the correlation is significant at the 0.001 level; ∗∗means that the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level; *means that the correlation is
significant at the 0.05 level. In order to keep the graph concise and clear, the path coefficient of the control variable was not drawn into the graphical model.

and relationship energy (β = 0.143, P < 0.001). A total
of 95% confidence interval is [0.079, 0.225], excluding 0;
Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 are verified.

(3) Relationship energy has a positive impact on the proactive
change behavior of employees (β = 0.248, P < 0.001).
A total of 95% confidence interval is [0.125, 0.375],
excluding 0, and Hypothesis 4 is verified.

(4) The serial mediation effect of family-like employee–
organization relationship and relationship energy on
work-related information sharing of supervisors and the
proactive change behavior is significant (β = 0.035,
P < 0.05). A total of 95% confidence interval is [0.014,
0.072], excluding 0, and Hypothesis 5 is verified.

Moderation Effect Test
In this study, the latent moderating structural equation method
proposed by Fang and Wen (2018) and the moderated serial
mediation model algorithm proposed by Stride et al. (2016) are
adopted to test the moderation effect of non-work information
sharing of supervisors. The moderated mediation effect analysis
based on the latent moderating structural equation method needs
to take the acceptability of the SEM as premise. Determining
whether the model is acceptable or not requires the following
three steps:

In the first step, fitting models are commonly used to
determine whether the fitting conditions of the benchmark SEM
without interaction terms are acceptable. In this study, P < 0.001
for the benchmark model (χ2 = 169.882, df = 83, χ2/df = 2.047,
comparative fit index = 0.982, Tucker–Lewis index = 0.977, root
mean square error of approximation = 0.05, and SRMR = 0.05),
indicating that the model fitting index is acceptable.

In the second step, we judged whether the fitting condition of
the mediation SEM containing interaction terms is better than
that of the benchmark model. Sardeshmukh and Vandenberg
(2017) believe that the Akaike information criterion (AIC) value
can reflect the information loss of the model. And the larger the
AIC value is, the more information the model loses. Therefore,
judging by the AIC value, if the AIC value becomes smaller or
remains the same, it indicates that the model is improved or
at least not deteriorated. In this study, the AIC value of the
benchmark SEM is 11,924.21, and the AIC value of the serial
mediating SEM with latent moderating item is 11,911.459, which

is 12.751 less than that of the former, indicating that the SEM with
latent moderating item is relatively better.

According to the above two steps, it can be seen that the
moderated serial mediation SEM in this study is acceptable.
Therefore, LMS and Bootstrap are used to analyze the moderated
mediating effect, and the results are shown in Figure 3.

The interaction term coefficient of work-related information
sharing of supervisors and their non-work information sharing
is significant (β = 0.501, P < 0.001), which indicates that non-
work information sharing of supervisors positively moderates the
relationship between their work-related information sharing and
family-like employee–organization relationship. That means the
more of non-work information sharing of supervisors leads to the
greater positive effect of their work-related information sharing
on the family-like employee–organization relationship and vice
versa.

According to the study of Fang and Wen (2018), the
moderating serial mediating model can be verified by using the
coefficient product rule proposed by Hayes (2013). In this study,
we combined the Bootstrap analysis method and LMS, obtaining
bias-corrected Bootstrap confidence intervals of some parameters
(see Table 4).

As can be seen from Table 4, the effect size of coefficient
product is 0.026, and the 95% confidence interval is [0.007, 0.051],
which does not include 0. Therefore, according to the coefficient
product rule, the moderating serial mediation effect in this study
is significant. When the degree of non-work information sharing
of supervisors is low, the serial mediating effect size of their work-
related information sharing on the proactive change behavior
of employees through the family-like employee–organization
relationship and relationship energy is 0.105, with confidence
interval of [0.043, 0.253], excluding 0. When the degree of
non-work information sharing of supervisors is high, the serial
mediating effect size of their work-related information sharing on
the proactive change behavior of employees through the family-
like employee–organization relationship and relationship energy
is 0.165, with confidence interval of [0.055, 0.423], excluding
0. The difference value represents the difference of indirect
effect size of serial mediated path between high and low non-
work information sharing of supervisors. The difference value is
0.061, and 95% Bootstrap confidence interval is [0.017, 0.423]. In
particular, supervisors share more non-work information, so the
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FIGURE 3 | Moderating effect of non-work information sharing of supervisors on the relationship between work-related information sharing of supervisors and
family-like employee–organization relationship.

serial mediating effect of their work-related information sharing
on the proactive change behavior of employees through the
family-like employee–organization relationship and relationship
energy has been significantly enhanced.

According to the results of the confidence interval test,
non-work information sharing of supervisors can significantly
moderate the serial mediating effect of their work-related
information sharing on the proactive change behavior of
employees through the family-like employee–organization
relationship and relationship energy. Thus, Hypothesis 6 is
verified.

RESEARCH CONCLUSION AND
DISCUSSION

Research Conclusion
Based on the self-disclosure theory, this study constructed
moderated serial mediated model of work-related information
sharing of supervisors affecting the proactive change behavior
of employees and discussed that under different degrees of
non-work information sharing of supervisors, their work-
related information sharing affect the proactive change behavior
of employees through the family-like employee–organization
relationship and relationship energy. The results show that
work-related information sharing of supervisors positively affects
the family-like employee–organization relationship; family-like
employee–organization relationship has a mediation effect on
the relationship between work-related information sharing of
supervisors and relationship energy, family-like employee–
organization relationship and relationship energy have a serial
mediation effect on the relationship between work-related
information sharing of supervisors and the proactive change
behavior of employees, and non-work information sharing
of supervisors positively moderates the relationship between

work-related information sharing of supervisors and family-like
employee–organization relationship. Furthermore, it is verified
that non-work information sharing of supervisors has a positive
moderating effect on serial mediating effect of their work-
related information sharing – family-like employee–organization
relationship and relationship energy – and the proactive change
behavior of employees.

Theoretical Significance and Practical
Implications
First, this study reveals the mechanism between work-related
information sharing of supervisors and the proactive change
behavior of employees from the perspective of the self-
disclosure theory. This study focuses on the actual empowering
leadership behavior of work-related information sharing of
supervisors, verifying that it is an important situational factor that
affects the proactive change behavior of employees. Therefore,
supervisors need to realize the importance of work-related
information sharing so as to improve the awareness of the
work content of employees and their ability to take risks.
Enterprises also need to hold targeted theoretical courses
and practical guidance of information sharing behavior, which
helps supervisors establish a correct concept of information
sharing through a series of leadership training courses.
In addition, ordinary employees working in the front line
have a better understanding of the problems existing in
the daily operation of the enterprise and are an important
resource for the enterprise to quickly respond to market
changes (Rasool et al., 2021). The proactive change behavior
spontaneously generated by employees is very important
to the optimization of organizational processes and the
improvement of efficiency. Therefore, enterprises should pay
attention to and encourage employees to take the proactive
change behavior.
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TABLE 4 | Moderated serial mediation effect analysis.

Moderated
variable

Path: IS → LQC → RE → TC

Effect size SE Est./SE 95% confidence interval

Lower limit Upper limit

Coefficient
product

0.026 0.011 2.374 0.007 0.051

Non-work
information of
low supervisors

0.105 0.04 2.613 0.043 0.253

Non-work
information of
high
supervisors

0.165 0.065 2.54 0.055 0.423

Difference 0.061 0.025 2.374 0.017 0.423

Second, this study reveals the serial mediating effect of
family-like employee–organization relationship and relationship
energy on the relationship between work-related information
sharing of supervisors and the proactive change behavior
of employees. In response to the appeal of Owens et al.
(2016), the relationship energy originated in the West is
applied to the background of Chinese collectivism and
relationship culture, broadening its application scenarios.
In contrast, the Western social exchange theory cannot fully
explain the Chinese characteristic employee–organization
relationship at present. Based on the viewpoint of Zhu
et al. (2015), this study introduces family-like employee–
organization relationship into the model to illustrate
its important effect on the proactive change behavior
of employees in a high uncertain work environment.
Research shows that work-related information sharing of
supervisors can make employees feel the trust and support
of the organization and is conducive to promoting the
formation of family-like employee–organization relationship.
This positive relationship can improve the psychological
function of employees in work and make them more
willing to implement the proactive change behavior in
the organization. Enterprises should pay attention to the
construction of family-like culture by providing team-
building activities every day and the formulation of practical
training programs to cultivate the family-like employee–
organization relationship between employees and the
organization.

Finally, this study finds that non-work information sharing
of supervisors positively moderates the relationship between
work-related information sharing of supervisors and the
proactive change behavior of employees through the family-
like employee–organization relationship and relationship
energy. This research conclusion responds to the call of
Nifadkar et al. (2019) and introduces non-work information
sharing of supervisors into the research, which has made
an important contribution to the further enrichment of
his research. The research shows that when the supervisor
has a high degree of non-work information sharing, it is

easier for employees to integrate into the collective in such
an atmosphere. When the supervisor shares work-related
information, employees will think that the supervisor really
attaches importance to their future development and is
more likely to have a family-like employee–organization
relationship, believe that supervisors and the organization
will provide sufficient support and have high relationship
energy, and prefer to implement the proactive change
behavior in the organization. Therefore, supervisors should
pay attention to the important role of non-work information
sharing in the workplace, shorten the psychological distance
with employees, and create a harmonious organizational
atmosphere.

Limitations and Future Research
Directions
Due to the lack of research experience and resource constraints,
this study is still insufficient. First, most of the questionnaires
used in this study are developed based on foreign national
conditions, which cannot guarantee whether they are suitable for
the Chinese cultural situation. Therefore, in the future research,
we can further develop a questionnaire suitable for local cultural
situation of China. Second, in terms of data collection, the
measurement of core variables in this study adopts employee
self-assessment and is carried out in the same time period, so
it is difficult to further determine the causal relationship of the
model. In future research, time series design and other evaluation
will be used to collect data, so as to reduce the deviation
of common methods.
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Knowledge sharing (KS) is critical for consulting companies to develop sustainable
competitive advantages. While the importance of KS in the information communication
technology (ICT) sector has been proved, the assumed linear relationships in KS
mechanisms are confronted with KS dilemmas: consultants’ intention to maximize
personal gains from KS resulting in restrained KS efforts, for fear of losing value after
sharing knowledge with colleagues. Drawing on motivation theory and goal orientation
perspective, this study examines the roles of learning goal orientation (LGO) and
incentive schemes in KS among ICT consultants. The multiple regression analyses of
389 consultants’ responses from 14 Chinese and 8 Korean ICT consulting companies
demonstrated an inverted U-shape relationship between LGO and knowledge sharing;
incentive schemes moderate this relationship. The findings shed light on the knowledge-
sharing dilemma, with theoretical implications to research regarding goal-orientation,
knowledge sharing, and managerial practices about the motivation and incentives of
ICT consultants.

Keywords: knowledge-sharing, learning goal orientation, ICT consultants, goal orientation, motivation theory,
incentive schemes

INTRODUCTION

Knowledge can facilitate decision making improve organizational effectiveness and innovation, and
thus has become a critical success factor and source of a firm’s competitive advantage (Matzler
and Mueller, 2011; Chen et al., 2018). Knowledge can be developed from experienced employees,
shared during their interactions with colleagues, and transferred from one department to another
(Matzler and Mueller, 2011). Managers have endeavored to convert employees’ knowledge into
knowledge that can be articulated, codified, and shared within organizations (Tsai and Cheng,
2012). Knowledge sharing has received increasing attention from information systems researchers
(Tsai and Cheng, 2012), possibly because ICT firms can adapt available technologies to facilitate
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knowledge sharing among employees (Tsai and Cheng, 2012;
Eisenbardt, 2021). Knowledge sharing in this study refers to the
activities (e.g., workshops and mentoring) where ICT consultants
share their knowledge with colleagues within the same firm
(Cui, 2017).

Effective knowledge sharing within ICT firms can be difficult
and complex to achieve (Alavi and Leidner, 2001; Pereira and
Mohiya, 2021; Venkatesh et al., 2021). Given such difficulties,
it is worth investigating the underlying mechanisms that affect
knowledge sharing among employees. So far, several studies have
investigated the individual-level factors (e.g., proactiveness and
motivation) that lead to knowledge sharing, probably because
of the knowledge sharing dilemma (i.e., a social situation where
employees fear that sharing acquired knowledge to colleagues
may eventually harm their benefits (e.g., status, promotional
opportunities), thus deciding to hide knowledge (Cabrera and
Cabrera, 2002; Pereira and Mohiya, 2021). However, knowledge
sharing involves a reciprocal process where employees share
some knowledge to reciprocate with colleagues (Venkatesh et al.,
2021). In this case, a goal, i.e., what employees seek to achieve,
can motivate employees to proactively take learning activities to
acquire new knowledge and at the same time share knowledge
(Matzler and Mueller, 2011). As a motivational variable, learning
goal orientation (LGO) has been adopted to explain employees’
learning and adaptive behavior for various tasks (Shariq et al.,
2019; Lim and Shin, 2020), such as knowledge sharing. While
several studies (Zacher and Jimmieson, 2013; Islam et al., 2020)
suggest that learning goal-oriented employees are more self-
driven toward sharing newly acquired knowledge, the social
dilemmas involved in sharing knowledge (Cabrera and Cabrera,
2002) suggest that a beneficiary of the knowledge shared by
other consultants may consider such knowledge as a public good
and thus unwilling to reciprocate. Accordingly, LGO might not
always lead to knowledge sharing among ICT consultants.

This study intends to provide an improved understanding
of the antecedents and interactive mechanisms that affect
knowledge sharing. It integrates the impacts of both the
motivational (i.e., ICT consultants with LGOs) and corporate
(i.e., incentive schemes) (Wolfe and Loraas, 2008) level factors
to on employees’ knowledge sharing activities. Previous studies
suggest that employees who receive rewards are more likely to
share knowledge (Baron James and Kreps David, 1999; Zárraga
and Bonache, 2003; Saether, 2020). However, it is unclear how
employees weigh such incentives against the costs (e.g., losing
customers and promotional opportunities) and misgivings (e.g.,
the recipients may not reciprocate) of sharing specific knowledge
to colleagues. Drawing on the insights about knowledge sharing
in ICT firms, employee’s LGO, and incentive schemes in the above
literature, this study adopts the motivation-knowledge-sharing
mechanism, with incentive schemes as a potential moderator, to
answer the following research questions:

RQ1: How does an ICT consult’ LGO affect his or her
knowledge sharing activities?

RQ2: How do an ICT consulting firm’s incentive schemes
affect the above relationship?

The rest of this paper is structured as follows: The next section
presents the literature review and hypothesis development
process, with section “Materials and Methods” providing the
research approach, methods, and measures of variables. Section
“Results” presents the results of the study, followed by Section
“Conclusion,” which discusses the theoretical implications,
managerial implications, limitations, and future search. The last
section concludes this study.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES

Knowledge Management in Information
Communications Technology Consulting
Firms
ICT consulting firms providing knowledge-intensive business
services (KIBS), i.e., firms providing services [e.g., information
and communications technology (ICT), consulting, and R&D],
often require technological and specialized knowledge (Dobrai
and Farkas, 2009). As their customers’ businesses grow more
complex and diverse, KIBSs may face the challenges to develop
specialized and in-depth knowledge. The knowledge-intensive
nature of KIBSs suggests that these firms rely on the knowledge
and expertise (e.g., analytical and social skills) of their experts
(e.g., agents and consultants) to develop and deliver services
(Frenkel et al., 1995; Hassan, 2017).

ICT consulting firms often rely on their consultants to develop
ICT services that meet customers’ specific needs, optimize the
functionality of customers ICT investment, impart best practices
to customers’ employees, and help customers achieve digital
strategic transformation. In order to ensure service performance,
ICT consulting firms need to implement knowledge management
initiatives to stimulate knowledge learning, storing, and sharing
among their consultants (van Zyl et al., 2019).

In this case, consultants are expected to acquire and share
the information, ideas, suggestions, and expertise relevant to the
firm’s businesses within their employers (Hassan, 2017). While
explicit knowledge can be easily developed, articulated, codified,
and shared among consultants (Tsai and Cheng, 2012), implicit
and tacit knowledge is often learned and accumulated through
long-term experience, thus hard to codify and share (Choo,
2000). In addition, the learning and sharing of implicit and
tacit knowledge require continuous efforts and may involve costs
for employees and the firm (Grant, 1996). As such, how ICT
consulting firms motivate consultants to continuously upgrade
their knowledge and share the various forms of knowledge with
colleagues is worth investigating.

Learning Goal Orientation as a
Motivational Variable
To achieve sustainable performance, firms need employee
development programs to upgrade the skills and knowledge of
their employees (Mumford, 2000; Rasool et al., 2019). However,
the effectiveness of employee development programs could vary
according to employee characteristics such as motivations. Goals
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are widely recognized as being central to the understanding
of motivations, with different research disciplines emphasizing
different levels and types of goals and their consequences (Brett
and VandeWalle, 1999). A goal can be understood as an aim
that one is committed to and serves as a predictor for future
behavior (Wigfield and Cambria, 2010). A clear goal allows
an employee to understand his/her work orientation, motives,
values, and abilities related to work (Messarra et al., 2009),
therefore explaining his/her knowledge acquisition in employee
development programs. Rooted in educational psychology, goal
orientations can drive individuals to learn new knowledge.

Goal orientations include LGO and performance goal
orientation (PGO) (Dweck and Leggett, 1988). Individuals
with LGOs tend to involve themselves in positive efforts and
persistence in a challenging situation, and their satisfaction
comes from the mastery or completion of a task (DeShon
and Gillespie, 2005). Learning-goal oriented employees tend
to improve their abilities and build new skills to improve
performance (Shariq et al., 2019). For instance, learning-goal
oriented professionals such as ICT consultants are self-driven to
develop and use their technical expertise to develop new services,
solve problems and address challenges at work (Messarra
et al., 2009). Successful experience in addressing difficulties
and acquiring new knowledge can further raise employees’
ambition to exert more effort on learning (Zhou et al., 2021).
In contrast, individuals with PGOs tend to compare with
others in terms of their abilities, such as undertaking tasks
better than others (Urdan, 1997). Individuals with performance-
oriented goals often seek favorable feedbacks on their abilities
and avoid negative comments about their abilities (Wigfield
and Cambria, 2010). Under PGO, employees are driven by
the comparison with colleagues in terms of performance and
the perceived expectation from supervisors; as such, they are
less likely to challenge themselves with challenging tasks and
learning activities (Shamim et al., 2017). Due to dependence
on supervisors, an ICT consultant with a performance-goal
orientation may lack the autonomous and entrepreneurial spirit
to independently acquire knowledge and develop new services
or help other colleagues by sharing their expertise (Messarra
et al., 2009). Moreover, LGO is more related to focused and
adaptive behaviors, while PGO is more related to ego and
defensive behaviors (Dweck and Leggett, 1988). Several scholars
have further suggested that individuals in a learning goal-
orientated context are more likely to engage in proactive learning
behaviors; in contrast, in a performance-oriented context have
no consistent relationship with learning behaviors (Roeser et al.,
1996; Bunderson and Sutcliffe, 2003). In other words, learning
goals rather than performance goals tend to predict adaptive
behaviors, attitudes, and outcomes (DeShon and Gillespie, 2005).
As this study aims to investigate how goal orientation drives
employees into knowledge sharing, our focus is on LGO.

Learning Goal Orientation and
Knowledge Sharing
The precedents of knowledge sharing have been investigated
extensively. Several studies have focused on the organizational

level factors, such as corporate culture, human resource
management practices, social capital, relationships, and
organizational pessimism (Mueller, 2014; Rasool et al.,
2019; Stojanović-Aleksić et al., 2019; Asgari et al., 2020).
In contrast, another stream of literature stresses individual-
centric antecedents such as individual motivation. In terms
of knowledge sharing, employees could be more motivated
to share knowledge once they perceive rewarding outcomes,
such as opportunities for professional growth and creativity
(Chumg et al., 2015; Nguyen et al., 2019). Some studies
(Suppiah and Sandhu, 2011; Kwahk and Park, 2016; Zhou
et al., 2021) suggest that perceived self-efficacy and perceived
self-enjoyment could enable employees to develop a sense of
improving knowledge (i.e., achievement) and help colleagues
as altruistic behavior (mental well-being). Likewise, some
employees would share knowledge as a form of reciprocity,
i.e., sharing knowledge with colleagues and expecting to learn
from these colleagues in the future (Schulz, 2001; Schmid
and Schurig, 2003). The reciprocal knowledge exchange
relationship encourages knowledge sharing behavior, and
as a result, individuals may be more willing to share their
valuable knowledge (Zimmermann and Ravishankar, 2014).
As a motivational factor, LGO could also promote knowledge
sharing among employees. Compared to colleagues with low
LGO, ICT consultants with a high degree of learning-goal
orientation could be more motivated to constantly develop and
upgrade their knowledge to benefit themselves and exchange
with colleagues (Schulz, 2001; Schmid and Schurig, 2003).
However, after a certain point, a high degree of LGO may
no longer be helpful to knowledge sharing. For one thing,
knowledge sharing involves a complex process of assimilation,
compilation, enhancement, and transfer (Obrenovic et al.,
2020). While learning-goal oriented ICT consultants may
have the motivation to acquire new knowledge, they may
find it challenging to share it with colleagues, especially when
the acquired knowledge (e.g., tacit knowledge) grows in
depth and difficulty. For another, knowledge sharing among
employees depends largely on employees’ willingness (Obrenovic
et al., 2020). As knowledge upgrades from fundamental to
critical, employees, especially those from knowledge-intensive
firms, may tend to keep the new knowledge to themselves
as a kind of property (Amble, 2006). In particular, ICT
consultants may become demotivated to share knowledge
when they realize that sharing specific knowledge may affect
their sense of power and competitive advantage at work.
When an ICT consultant proactively shares knowledge or
information with colleagues, he or she expects a reciprocal
contribution from others, so he/she could benefit from such
an exchange. However, the social dilemma in knowledge
sharing suggests that the shared knowledge is accessible to all
the consultants (including the knowledge contributors), the
non-contributors could be tempted to adopt the new knowledge
at work without sharing their own knowledge (Sweeney, 1973;
Cabrera and Cabrera, 2002).

Although the relationship between LGO and knowledge
sharing is positive at lower levels of LGO, it may become
weaker and eventually disappear at higher levels of the construct.
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Beyond this threshold, higher LGO may no longer be related to
knowledge sharing. Therefore, the following can be proposed:

Hypothesis 1: A curvilinear relationship exists between
LGO and knowledge sharing, such that the relationship is
initially positive but becomes less positive as LGO increases;
the relationship disappears as LGO increases further.

The Moderating Effect of Incentive
Schemes
Despite the hypothesized relationship between LGO and
knowledge sharing, the pattern of this relationship is contingent
on different contexts. Rasool et al. (2021) examine how a
toxic workplace environment presents the atmosphere that
negatively affects employee wellbeing and employee engagement,
and suggest that firms’ support could improve employee
engagement. In particular, firms’ support could encourage
employee contribution, and elevate employees’ cognitive and
emotional appraisals of their employers (Wang et al., 2020;
Rasool et al., 2021). Drawing on the motivation theory
(Nguyen et al., 2019), we expect a curvilinear relationship
between LGO and knowledge sharing under the condition
of incentive schemes. Well-designed incentive schemes could
shape employees’ behavior by articulating the kinds of behavior
appreciated and regarded as valuable by the organization
(Cabrera and Bonache, 1999; Rasool et al., 2019). Incentive
schemes could include monetary incentives (e.g., pay and
remuneration) and non-monetary incentives (e.g., medical
aid, learning opportunities, and desirable work environment)
(Moore and Bussin, 2012). Both monetary and non-monetary
incentives could motivate employees by addressing their various
physiological and psychological needs (Wolfe and Loraas, 2008).
Monetary and incentives could meet employees’ physiological
(e.g., improved living standards) and psychological needs
(improved status as compared with colleagues). Therefore, in ICT
consulting firms where incentive schemes for knowledge sharing
are available, learning-goal oriented employees are more likely
to improve and share new knowledge within the organization.
Accordingly, the following can be proposed: Hypothesis 2:
Incentive schemes moderate the relationship between LGO and
knowledge sharing.

The Interactive Effect Between Learning
Goal Orientation and Incentive Schemes
on Knowledge Sharing
This study investigates the combined effects of LGO and
incentive schemes on knowledge sharing. As is hypothesized
above, the relationship between LGO and knowledge sharing
is moderated by incentive schemes. However, Antoni et al.
(2017) warn that incentive schemes may not always motivate
employees and may sometimes waste money and generate
little motivation for employees. Indeed, incentive schemes may
motivate ICT consultants to learn new knowledge related to their
work. However, before sharing knowledge with their colleagues,
these consultants may compare the expected incentives with
the cost of sharing the acquired knowledge with colleagues.

When an ICT consultant has acquired explicit knowledge (e.g.,
routines and templates), they are more likely to share it through
project documents, emails, and meetings (Hassan, 2017). The
consultant is willing to share such explicit knowledge as it
can bring back monetary incentives (e.g., prize money in idea
generation meeting) or non-monetary incentives (e.g., praises
from superiors and appreciations from new colleagues) while not
compromising his or her core competitive advantage. However,
when the acquired knowledge upgrades from explicit to implicit
and then to tacit knowledge, the ICT consultant would consider
it more costly to share it. Such knowledge involves valuable
perceptions and insights developed from long-term experience
and is rarely expressed openly (Smith, 2001). When an ICT
consultant realizes that he/she possess new knowledge that
other colleagues (and even the superiors) do not have, he/she
may worry that sharing such knowledge could lead to higher
costs of knowledge sharing than the increased incentives. This
is particularly true when a consultant finds that his or her
knowledge sharing attitudes are not comparable to the benefits
from the firm’s incentive schemes. Therefore, under conditions
of low incentive schemes, employees with a low degree of LGO
are more willing to share knowledge for their personal gains
(e.g., promotion and pay raise); in contrast, under conditions
of the high incentive schemes, employees with a high degree of
LGO are unwilling to share knowledge, for fear of a higher cost.
Accordingly, the following can be proposed:

Hypothesis 3: The interaction effect between the quadratic
term of LGO and incentive schemes has a significant impact
on knowledge sharing, such that the level of LGO at which
its relationship with knowledge sharing disappears (i.e., the
inflection point) is determined by incentive schemes such
that the inflection point for more incentive schemes is likely
to occur at lower levels of LGO than the inflection point for
less incentive schemes.

The above hypotheses lead to a theoretical framework (see
Figure 1), which we further tested in this study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Approach
This empirical study follows a quantitative strategy to analyze the
impacts of LGO on knowledge sharing in ICT consulting firms
and the moderating role of incentive schemes in this relationship.
It follows the deductive and cross-sectional approach, which
supports the development of hypotheses based on established
theories and designing the research strategy to test the hypotheses
(Wilson, 2014). Cross-sectional research uses cross-sectional
data, which is commonly adopted in social sciences (Li et al.,
2018; van Zyl et al., 2019). We adopted the questionnaire survey
method, which allows us to effectively access a large sample of the
target population (Rasool et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2021).

Questionnaire Development
Drawing on the literature review, we developed a theoretical
framework related to LGO, knowledge sharing, and incentive
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical framework.

schemes. In this framework, LGO influences ICT consultants’
knowledge sharing, with this relationship moderated by incentive
schemes. During the questionnaire design, we prepared the
Chinese version and Korean version for respondents from China
and South Korea. We then conducted the pilot test to the
translated versions to ensure reliability and validity. The pilot
test involved inviting two managers, two Ph.D. students, and
one professor from China, and two managers and two Ph.D.
students from South Korea. Those participants suggested some
revisions and corrections to avoid misunderstanding, and they
did not participate in the final survey. Finally, we distributed the
questionnaire to the human resource (HR) departments of ICT
consulting firms from China and South Korea.

Measures
All items were measured on 5-point-Likert-scales (1: strongly
disagree; 5: strongly agree).

Learning Goal Orientation
The scale for the independent variable, i.e., LGO, was adapted
from Matzler and Mueller (2011). The three items in this scale
were revised and adjusted to meet the research scope of this
study. The items include, “Accomplishing a tough project is
very satisfying,” “An important part of being a good employee
is continually improving our skills” and “I put in a great deal of
effort sometimes in order to learn something new related to my
job.” The Cronbach alpha of this study was 0.91.

Knowledge Sharing
The scale for the dependent variable, i.e., Knowledge Sharing
(KS), was adapted from Matzler and Mueller (2011). The
five items in this scale were used to measure knowledge
sharing among employees. These items include “I often
share general topics (e.g., goals and budgets) with colleagues
at work,” “I often share project specific requirements (e.g.,
project data, deadlines, and project rations) with colleagues
at work,” “[I often share methods and techniques (e.g., new
techniques, methods, and failures) with colleagues at work],”
“I often share important knowledge (customer insights and
new opportunities) with colleagues at work,” and “I often share
project results (e.g., preliminary results, unexpected outcomes,
and recommendations) with colleagues at work.” The Cronbach
alpha of this study was 0.93.

Incentive Schemes
As we focus incentive schemes (IS) related to knowledge sharing,
we measured this moderating variable by adapting the reward
systems linked to the knowledge sharing scale in Zárraga and
Bonache (2003). The four items were: “A variable part of my pay
depends on my colleagues” assessment of the degree to “which I
cooperate with them,” “My bonus partly depends on the results
that my team/firm achieves,” “A significant part of my salary
depends on the overall performance of my colleagues,” and “My
company rewards and compensates those employees who help
their colleagues to improve and develop.” The Cronbach alpha
of this study was 0.88.

Control Variables
In selecting variables to include as controls, we considered
the variables that might provide alternative explanations for
knowledge sharing behavior or employee job performance. We
controlled for age, gender, tenure, education, occupation, and
industry, which are widely accepted predictors of employee
performance (Button et al., 1996; Ng and Feldman, 2010).

Sample and Data Collection
The sample included 389 employees from Chinese and Korean
ICT consulting firms. The human resource (HR) departments of
8 ICT consulting firms from Korea and 14 ICT from China were
approached, each receiving an invitation letter describing the
purpose of this study. Eventually, 22 firms agreed to participate.
Data were collected between the 1st of September 2020 and
the 20th of February 2021. We first contacted consultants via
work email to seek their agreement to participate. A total of
565 employees were sent an invitation by their HR departments
to volunteer for the study, out of whom 532 offered to
participate. The HR administrators distributed and collected the
questionnaires to ensure confidentiality. Survey links were sent to
the respondents’ email accounts to complete the survey. A total of
412 surveys were returned, giving a response rate of 77%.

Demographics
Table 1 presents the demographic information of our samples.
In terms of the 389 respondents’ gender, 55% were male and
45% female, generally suggesting a balance between each gender.
Regarding age groups, 40% were aged between 25 and 30, 27%
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TABLE 1 | Demographics of respondents.

Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 215 55.3%

Female 174 44.7%

Age 25–30 156 40.1%

31–35 104 26.7%

36–40 68 17.5%

41 above 61 15.7%

Edu Associate degree or below 89 22.9%

Bachelor degree 197 50.6%

Master degree 88 22.6%

Doctorate degree 15 3.9%

Nationality China 204 52.4%

South Korea 185 47.6%

between 31 and 35, and 18% between 36 and 40, with 16%
over 41 years old. Such distribution aligned with the larger
proportion of young employees in ICT consulting firms. In terms
of education, 23% had an Associate degree or below, 51% had
a Bachelor’s degree, 23% had a Master’s degree, and 4% had a
Doctorate degree. In terms of nationality, 52% were Chinese, and
48% were Korean.

RESULTS

We transferred the data into IBM SPSS Statistics 25 to examine
outliers, missing values, normality, and multicollinearity. We
designed the questionnaire in a way that the respondents had
to answer all the questions in order to submit the questionnaire.
This allowed us to avoid missing values. We then reported the
descriptive analysis before the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
to test the reliability and validity of each instrument. Finally, we
conducted a multiple regression analysis to test the hypotheses.

Sample Description
Descriptive analysis of the data distribution is present in
Table 2. The descriptive measures include the mean and standard
deviation. Each item is gauged through a 5-point Likert scale. The
mean values of the items are between 3.53 and 3.86. The standard
deviation values for all items fall in the range of 0.889–1.223.

Validity and Reliability
We conducted a CFA to examine the composite reliability,
convergent validity, and discriminant validity of the instruments.
Convergent validity was ensured with composite reliability (CR)
above 0.80 and AVEs over 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
Table 3 shows that all CRs are higher than the suggested
0.80 and all AVE values are higher than the suggested 0.50,
indicating a good convergent validity of the measurement model.
The square roots of factors’ AVEs were higher than their
correlation coefficients with other factors that strongly support
the discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) in Table 4.

We also adopted a comparison model to examine the
discriminant validity in Table 5. The three-factor model fitted the TA
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TABLE 3 | Results of validity and reliability tests.

Variables Cronbach’s alpha Std. factor loading CR AVE

LGO 0.91 0.87 0.91 0.77

0.86

0.90

KS 0.93 0.86 0.94 0.76

0.80

0.88

0.93

0.87

IS 0.88 0.79 0.89 0.66

0.80

0.84

0.82

LGO, learning goal orientation; KS, knowledge sharing; IS, incentive scheme.

data well, χ2/df = 1.346, Comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.995,
Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.993, Root mean square error
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.030, Standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR) = 0.024, while the other factor models revealed
a poor fit for the data. And the model fit was not significantly
improved by adding the common-method bias factor; the
common method variance is not a major issue (Williams et al.,
1989). To summarize, the three-factor model demonstrated
adequate reliability and validity.

Correlation Analysis
The means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations of all
variables used in this study are provided in Table 4. In
the correlation matrix, LGO was significantly and positively
correlated with knowledge sharing (r = 0.38, p < 0.05), partial
support for our hypotheses. In addition, incentive scheme was
significantly correlated with LGO (r = 0.12, p < 0.05), knowledge
sharing (r = 0.12, p < 0.05).

Hypothesis Testing
Table 6 shows the analysis results regarding the relationships
between LGO and knowledge sharing. To address
multicollinearity, we used standardized values of the independent
variables (described above) in all the regression models (Aiken
et al., 1991). As can be seen, the quadratic effect of LGO in
Step 2 for the regression model predicting knowledge sharing
was statistically significant (β = −0.19, p < 0.01), supporting
Hypothesis 1. The signs of the quadratic effects were negative for
LGO and knowledge sharing, indicating that the relationships
resemble an inverted-U shape. This means that an increase
in LGO will initially lead to knowledge sharing, but the
relationships will become weaker and eventually disappear when
LGO increases past a certain point. And in Step 3, it can be
found that Hypothesis 2 regarding the moderating effect of the
incentive scheme was also supported.

The interaction effect between LGO and the incentive schemes
of the model predicting knowledge sharing was statistically
significant (β = 0.17, p < 0.001). This means that the
threshold at which the positive relationship between LGO and

knowledge sharing disappears depends on the level of incentive
schemes. As shown in Step 4, the interaction effects between
the quadratic term of LGO and incentive schemes were also
statistically significant of the models predicting knowledge
sharing (β = −0.17, p < 0.001), indicating that Hypotheses 3
was supported. To better understand this effect, we compared
the curvilinear relationship in low-incentive schemes to that
in high-incentive schemes. This was achieved by replacing the
values of incentive schemes (−1.00 SD or 1.00 SD) in the
model relating LGO and knowledge sharing in Step 4. That
is, we used the regression coefficients to construct polynomial
regression models reflecting the relationships between LGO (in
standardized scores) for the low-incentive scheme and high-
incentive schemes. Table 7 presents the regression coefficients
for the two models and the corresponding inflection points.
As can be seen, the inflection point for low-incentive scheme
(1.29 SD above the mean of LGO) is much higher than that for
high-incentive schemes (0.88 SD above the mean).

Plots describing the combined interactive and quadratic effects
of incentive schemes on KS are presented in Figure 2 (Aiken et al.,
1991). The maximum point for each curve was also computed
and plotted. This result provides full support for Hypothesis 3.

CONCLUSION

We draw on previous studies related to LGO, knowledge sharing,
and incentive schemes, together with the motivation theory
and goal orientation perspective. The empirical results confirm
the relationships between ICT consultants’ LGO, knowledge
sharing, and incentive schemes. At a lower level, LGO could
positively influence knowledge sharing; however, this influence
becomes weaker as the LGO level grows and even disappears
when the LGO level passes a specific threshold, i.e., LGO no
longer relates to knowledge sharing among ICT consultants. This
relationship is moderated by incentive schemes, whose presence
could improve ICT consultants’ intention to learn and share
knowledge. Moreover, we examined the interactive impact of
LGO and incentive schemes on knowledge sharing among ICT
consultants. Specifically, when an ICT consultant with a low level
of LGO notices a low level of incentive scheme from his or her
firm, he or she is motivated to share knowledge with colleagues;
however, for an ICT consultant with a high level of LGO, even a
high level of incentive scheme may not drive him or her to share
knowledge with colleagues.

The results of this study could be interpreted as follows. First,
ICT consultants who bear a LGO may offer to help and share
knowledge to colleagues to demonstrate their perceived efficacy.
That is, those consultants could become more confident about
their problem-solving and learning abilities after learning the new
knowledge. More importantly, those ICT consultants may take
helping colleagues (e.g., sharing knowledge) as altruistic behavior
that delivers self-enjoyment. This motivation to share knowledge
is further enhanced by the reciprocal expectation that one’s
knowledge sharing for the moment could receive a favor back
from colleagues in the future. However, when ICT consultants’
level of LGO becomes higher, they may find it hard to share
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TABLE 4 | Results of correlation and discriminant validity analysis.

Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Gender 1.45 0.50 − 1.

2 Age 2.09 1.09 − −0.03 1.

3 Nationality 1.48 0.50 − 0.09 −0.05 1.

4 Edu 2.07 0.78 − 0.00 −0.05 0.07 1.

5 LGO 3.57 0.93 0.77 0.01 −0.05 −0.11* −0.03 0.88

6 KS 3.72 0.95 0.76 −0.02 0.00 −0.07 −0.03 0.38** 0.87

7 IS 3.78 0.89 0.66 −0.03 0.00 0.02 0.04 0.12* 0.12* 0.81

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 5 | Results of discriminant validity.

Comparison model χ 2 df χ 2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Common method bias model 68.455 50 1.369 0.995 0.993 0.031 0.026

Three-factor model 68.632 51 1.346 0.995 0.993 0.030 0.024

Two-factor model 748.081 53 14.115 0.795 0.744 0.184 0.117

One-factor model 1565.621 54 28.993 0.553 0.454 0.268 0.203

Three-factor model (LGO, KS, IS); Two-factor model (LGO + KS, IS); One-factor model (LGO + KS + IS).

TABLE 6 | Examining the relationships between LGO and KS as Moderated by IS.

Predictor Knowledge sharing Knowledge sharing Knowledge sharing Knowledge sharing

β SE. β SE. β SE. β SE.

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

Gender −0.01 0.10 −0.02 0.09 −0.01 0.09 −0.01 0.09

Age 0.00 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.04

Nationality −0.07 0.10 −0.02 0.09 −0.01 0.09 −0.02 0.09

Edu −0.03 0.06 −0.02 0.06 −0.03 0.06 −0.02 0.06

LGO 0.29*** 0.05 0.28*** 0.05 0.28*** 0.05

LGOLGO −0.19*** 0.03 −0.21*** 0.03 −0.22*** 0.03

IS 0.06 0.04 0.17** 0.06

LGOIS 0.17*** 0.04 0.11* 0.04

LGOLGOIS −0.17** 0.03

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

TABLE 7 | Moderating effects of IS on the relationships between LGO and KS.

Regression coefficients (B)

LGO-KS Intercept (B0) Linear (B1) Quadratic (B2) Zinflection = −B1/2B2

Low-IS (−1.00 SD) 3.80 0.18 −0.07 1.29

High-IS (1.00 SD) 4.09 0.35 −0.20 0.88

Zinflection = standardized score on the LGO scale corresponding to the inflection point of the curve reflecting the relation between LGO and KS. That is, the relation
between LGO and KS starts changing direction (or reaching an asymptotic point) at this score.

the newly acquired knowledge, which could be too abstract and
complex for colleagues to understand. Knowledge sharing among
ICT consultants could be further discouraged by “free-riders”
who benefit from others’ knowledge and refuse to reciprocate.
Eventually, the more knowledgeable ICT consultants become,
the less willing they are to share specific knowledge, fearing
that doing so could jeopardize their competitive advantage at

work. Second, ICT consulting firms may adopt monetary and/or
non-monetary incentives to change consultants’ attitudes toward
knowledge sharing. Indeed, once incentive schemes satisfy ICT
consultants’ physiological and psychological needs, attitudes
toward knowledge sharing could become positive again. Third,
incentive schemes are not the panacea for negative attitudes
toward knowledge sharing. For instance, ICT consultants may
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FIGURE 2 | Relationships between LGO and KS.

evaluate the benefits developed from knowledge sharing and
the costs and risks of doing so. While an ICT consultant may
generously share the newly learned explicit knowledge (e.g.,
software usage) in exchange for rewards, he or she may fear
the costs of sharing the complicated and valuable knowledge
(e.g., developing algorithms to identify new opportunities or
solve expensive problems). In that case, the ICT consulting
firm’s existing incentive schemes may not effectively motivate the
sharing of valuable knowledge.

CONTRIBUTIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND
FUTURE RESEARCH

Knowledge sharing is critical for organizational effectiveness and
innovation (Chen et al., 2018). Previous studies have investigated
the impacts of employee motivation on knowledge sharing
(Matzler and Mueller, 2011). As an important motivational
factor, LGO could drive ICT consultants to constantly acquire
new knowledge to professionally benefit themselves while
exchanging with colleagues in a reciprocal manner. However,
Cabrera and Cabrera (2002) remind of social dilemmas where
colleagues’ free-riding behavior and the potential risks to lose
competitive advantage may prevent ICT consultants from doing
so. While monetary and non-monetary incentives are suggested
to encourage employees to share knowledge (Brockner et al.,
2006; Wolfe and Loraas, 2008; Saether, 2020), it is still unclear
how ICT consultants weigh such incentives against the efforts
and costs associated with sharing specific knowledge. Drawing
on the motivation theory and goal orientation perspective
(Dweck and Leggett, 1988; Nguyen et al., 2019), this study
examines the direct and interactive impacts of LGO and incentive
schemes on knowledge sharing and suggest several theoretical
and managerial implications.

Theoretical Implications
The theoretical implications of this study are twofold. First,
we contribute to the motivation theory (Nguyen et al., 2019)

in the context of in ICT consulting firms by examining the
boundary conditions of LGO on knowledge sharing among
ICT consultants. So far, studies on the impacts of LGO on
knowledge sharing have assumed a linear relationship between
those variables (Hassan, 2017; Nguyen et al., 2019). Our
results about the curvilinear relationship between LGO and
knowledge sharing provide a refined understanding of the
boundary conditions through which LGO influences knowledge
sharing. LGO explains the motivational processes that affect an
individual’s knowledge acquisition and transfer (Dweck, 1986);
it can thus explain ICT consultants’ learning and effectiveness,
which are antecedents of knowledge sharing. However, too
much LGO can be counterproductive; that is, as LGO reaches
beyond the threshold, ICT consultants’ efforts in knowledge
sharing may reduce. It is possible that excessive motivation
(i.e., LGO) may turn disruptive, especially when the job-related
knowledge becomes more complex or critical to employees’
competitive advantage at work. In doing so, we align with
Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2003), who challenges the more-is-
always-better assumption.

Second, we examined beyond the LGO by integrating
incentive schemes to examine the antecedents of knowledge
sharing. This may extend the goal orientation studies (Brett
and VandeWalle, 1999; Bunderson and Sutcliffe, 2003) that
assume motivation as a determinant to the learning effect.
Ideally, monetary and non-monetary incentives could address the
physiological and psychological needs (Wolfe and Loraas, 2008)
of ICT consultants and shape their (knowledge) sharing behavior.
Given the social dilemma situation (Cabrera and Cabrera,
2002), ICT consultants’ intention is to maximize personal
gains by comparing the degree of incentives with the cost of
sharing specific knowledge to colleagues (i.e., knowledge sharing
dilemma). Our empirical results proved that incentive schemes
motivate a learning-goal oriented ICT consultant to effectively
acquire new knowledge and exchange complementary knowledge
with colleagues on the condition that the incentives exceed the
perceived costs of sharing knowledge. Such examinations could
provide an improved understanding of the antecedents and
interactive mechanisms that affect knowledge sharing.

Managerial Implications
This study suggests some implications for managers of
knowledge-intensive firms. First, as our results suggest that
learning-goal orientation is an important antecedent of
knowledge sharing, managers should develop incentives in their
human resources management practices for their employees
to develop LGO and continuously acquire and share new
knowledge. However, our results suggest that managers should
pay attention to the difficulty of the new knowledge. While
learning-goal orientation can stimulate knowledge sharing
and improve employee job performance, excessive motivation
can discourage knowledge sharing, especially when the new
knowledge is difficult to learn. In other words, managers could
provide interventions that help employees to develop the ability
to plan and monitor their learning progress. More importantly,
those intervention programs should help employees develop
incremental learning plans and reasonable expectations for
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the new knowledge to be acquired. Second, simply motivating
employees to learn may not always lead to knowledge sharing,
especially when the acquired knowledge can generate competitive
advantages at work. We suggest that managers should develop
the protection and compensation mechanisms that encourage
knowledge sharing so that employees could (1) feel assured that
their intellectual property will be recognized and protected and
(2) determine which types of knowledge to share with colleagues
and the value of doing so.

Limitations and Future Research
This study has some limitations which suggest avenues for
future research. First, the data collected through a survey
method may limit the generalizability of the results regarding
the relationship among LGO, knowledge sharing, and incentive
schemes. Future studies could adopt alternative methods (e.g.,
experiments and longitudinal study) to verify the relationship
among these variables and overcome the possible risks of
adopting single-source data. For instance, secondary data could
be adopted to evaluate employees’ job performance. Second,
the Chinese and Korean participants come from a similar
cultural background (i.e., collectivistic culture), which may affect
the generalization of our results. For instance, future studies
could examine whether the same relationship among LGO,
knowledge sharing and incentive schemes could also be found
in an individualistic culture. Third, this study mainly adopts
the motivation theory and LGO perspective to explain the
impact of motivational and incentive factors. Future studies could
include other theories (e.g., social learning theory) to investigate
the relationship.
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prerequisites for knowledge creation and sharing: empirical evidence from
Serbia. J. Knowl. Manag. 23, 1543–1565. doi: 10.1108/JKM-05-2018-0286

Suppiah, V., and Sandhu, M. S. (2011). Organisational culture’s influence on tacit
knowledge-sharing behaviour. J. Knowl. Manag. 15, 462–477. doi: 10.1108/
13673271111137439

Sweeney, Jr, J. W (1973). An experimental investigation of the free-rider problem.
Soc. Sci. Res. 2, 277–292. doi: 10.1038/s41467-020-18896-6

Tsai, M. T., and Cheng, N. C. (2012). Understanding knowledge sharing between
IT professionals-An integration of social cognitive and social exchange -
Theory. Behav. Inform. Technol. 31, 1069–1080. doi: 10.1080/0144929X.2010.55
0320

Urdan, T. C. (1997). Examining the relations among early adolescent students’
goals and friends’ orientation toward effort and achievement in school.
Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 22, 165–191. doi: 10.1006/ceps.1997.0930

van Zyl, L. E., van Oort, A., Rispens, S., and Olckers, C. (2019). Work engagement
and task performance within a global Dutch ICT-consulting firm: the mediating
role of innovative work behaviors. Curr. Psychol. 40, 4012–4023. doi: 10.1007/
s12144-019-00339-1

Venkatesh, V., Davis, F. D., and Zhu, Y. (2021). A cultural contingency model
of knowledge sharing and job performance. J. Bus. Res. 140, 202–219. doi:
10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.07.042

Wang, Z., Zaman, S., Rasool, S. F., Uz Zaman, Q., and Amin, A. (2020). Exploring
the relationships between a toxic workplace environment, workplace stress, and
project success with the moderating effect of organizational support: empirical
evidence from Pakistan. Risk Manag. Healthc. Policy 13:1055. doi: 10.2147/
rmhp.s256155

Wigfield, A., and Cambria, J. (2010). Students’ achievement values, goal
orientations, and interest: definitions, development, and relations to
achievement outcomes. Dev. Rev. 30, 1–35. doi: 10.1016/j.dr.2009.12.001

Williams, L. J., Cote, J. A., and Buckley, M. R. (1989). Lack of method variance in
self-reported affect and perceptions at work: reality or artifact? J. Appl. Psychol.
74, 462–468. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.74.3.462

Wilson, J. (2014). Essentials of Business Research: A Guide To Doing Your Research
Project. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Wolfe, C., and Loraas, T. (2008). Knowledge sharing: the effects of incentives,
environment, and person. J. Inform. Syst. 22, 53–76. doi: 10.2308/jis.2008.22.
2.53

Zacher, H., and Jimmieson, N. L. (2013). Leader-follower interactions: relations
with OCB and sales productivity. J. Manag. Psychol. 28, 92–106. doi: 10.1108/
02683941311298887

Zárraga, C., and Bonache, J. (2003). Assessing the team environment for knowledge
sharing: an empirical analysis. Int. J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 14, 1227–1245.
doi: 10.1080/0958519032000114282

Zhou, X., Rasool, S. F., Yang, J., and Asghar, M. Z. (2021). Exploring the
relationship between despotic leadership and job satisfaction: the role of self
efficacy and leader–member exchange. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health
18:5307. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18105307

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 February 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 798668163

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2021.08.189
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800104
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800104
https://doi.org/10.1177/095001709594008
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250171110
https://doi.org/10.1108/MD-08-2019-1069
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.09.044
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.09.044
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02434
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02434
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-020-09705-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joep.2010.12.006
https://doi.org/10725/3774
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2013.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2013.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1097/JPN.0b013e3181c94a24
https://doi.org/10.1097/JPN.0b013e3181c94a24
https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-01-2019-0029
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01496
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01496
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.03.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.03.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.energy.2021.122765
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.energy.2021.122765
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S204662
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S204662
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.88.3.408
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00974
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2003.05.001
https://doi.org/10.5465/3069409
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2016.11.013
https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-01-2018-0033
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673270110411733
https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-05-2018-0286
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111137439
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111137439
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18896-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2010.550320
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2010.550320
https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1997.0930
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00339-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00339-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.07.042
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2021.07.042
https://doi.org/10.2147/rmhp.s256155
https://doi.org/10.2147/rmhp.s256155
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2009.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.74.3.462
https://doi.org/10.2308/jis.2008.22.2.53
https://doi.org/10.2308/jis.2008.22.2.53
https://doi.org/10.1108/02683941311298887
https://doi.org/10.1108/02683941311298887
https://doi.org/10.1080/0958519032000114282
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18105307
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-798668 February 3, 2022 Time: 14:53 # 12

Song et al. LGO and IS on KS

Zimmermann, A., and Ravishankar, M. N. (2014). Knowledge transfer in IT
offshoring relationships: the roles of social capital, efficacy and outcome
expectations. Inform. Syst. J. 24, 167–202. doi: 10.1111/isj.12027

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of

the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Song, Ma and Huang. This is an open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 February 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 798668164

https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12027
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-736043 February 17, 2022 Time: 9:46 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 17 February 2022

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.736043

Edited by:
Osman Titrek,

Sakarya University, Turkey

Reviewed by:
Amer Ali Al-Atwi,

Al-Muthanna University, Iraq
Susmita Mukhopadhyay,

Indian Institute of Technology
Kharagpur, India

*Correspondence:
Xiaoyu Wu

hyswxy1@126.com

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Organizational Psychology,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 04 July 2021
Accepted: 10 January 2022

Published: 17 February 2022

Citation:
Wu X and Ma F (2022) How

Chinese Employees’ Voice Behavior Is
Motivated: The Role of Perceived

Overqualification.
Front. Psychol. 13:736043.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.736043

How Chinese Employees’ Voice
Behavior Is Motivated: The Role of
Perceived Overqualification
Xiaoyu Wu* and Fang Ma

Department of Business Administration, Business School, Beijing Technology and Business University, Beijing, China

Drawing on the conservation of resources theory (COR), we examined the effect of
leader-member exchange (LMX) on the voice behavior via role breadth self-efficacy,
and how the perceived overqualification moderates the relationship between LMX
and voice behavior. We tested the theoretical model with data gathered from 407
individuals in China. The results revealed that LMX had an indirect effect on voice
behavior through role breadth self-efficacy, and perceived overqualification moderated
the positive association between LMX and role breadth self-efficacy. In addition, the
mediating effect of LMX on voice behavior through role breadth self-efficacy was
stronger when the level of perceived overqualification was low and weaker when it was
high. The findings have theoretical and practical implications for increasing employees’
voice behavior in organizations.

Keywords: role breadth self-efficacy, perceived overqualification, leader-member exchange, voice behavior, the
conservation of resources theory (COR)

INTRODUCTION

In VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) era, the fierce external competition
environment makes it impossible to face all issues only by the wisdom of leaders. In order to
enhance the competitive advantage, organizations need to rely on the positive work attitude and
behaviors of employees. And the employee’s voice behavior, as proactive behavior, can promote the
development and innovation of organization (Sun and Pan, 2017). But voice behavior is challenging
and transformative in nature, therefore, voice behavior is often accompanied by conflict or risk,
which made employees more cautious about voice. Therefore, employees often choose to “know
but keep silent,” and tend to wisely protect themselves. The phenomena are particularly obvious in
China’s organization, where harmony is valued and with higher power distance.

Voice behavior is an interaction between leaders, organizations and employees (Van Dyne
and LePine, 1998), and the quality of the relationship determines the results of voice behavior.
Guanxi orientation, originated from Confucianism, is an important theme in Chinese organization
and society (Tian and Zhang, 2019; Wu, 2020). Intimacy is an important basis for interpersonal
interaction and behavior. Leaders often classify their employees as “insiders” or “outsiders” due
to limited resources, time pressure and other restrictive factors when establishing relations with
employees, which is leader-member exchange (namely LMX) (Graen et al., 1972). Prior studies
on LMX and voice behavior mainly focused on the western cultural background. Although
Chinese scholars started to explore the mechanism between LMX and voice behavior recently,
the conclusion focuses on two perspectives. One is that when leaders provide more resources to
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support the employees who is “insiders,” these employees will
give back and maintain this exchange relationship to voice
behavior (Qi and Yang, 2018). The other is that employees dare
to make suggestions just because they have a good relationship
with their leaders. However, voice behavior is a challenge to the
current situation, which is likely to annoy leaders and cause
interpersonal conflict (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998). Neither
perspective provided an appropriate explanation. According to
the conservation of resources theory (COR), employees try to
protect and build valuable resources, but whether the resources
can be effectively used in their work depends on the beneficial
resource sharing provided by leaders and accumulated to form
stock, not on short-term exchange behavior (Jiang et al., 2019).
Therefore, based on COR, this study takes LMX as the resource
factor acquired by employees to explore the effect of LMX on
employee voice behavior in Chinese context.

Parker et al. (2010) proposed that LMX is the distal
antecedent of employee behavior, which acts through employees’
psychological state. Previous studies showed that role breadth
self-efficacy, a valuable psychological resource of employees,
can predict proactive behavior, reflecting the confidence on
whether employee complete a wider range of tasks. High-
quality LMX affects employees’ judgment of their ability, and
then increases employees’ own resource level, thus influencing
their voice behavior. Therefore, in the framework of COR,
this study introduced role breadth self-efficacy, an individual
characteristic variable closely related to personal resources,
to explore whether it plays a mediating role between LMX
and voice behavior.

According to prior research, it referred that the relationship
between leaders and employees affected the judgment on
employees’ ability, but the degree of influence may be affected by
the characteristics of individual differences (Chen, 2019). Due to
the pandemic of COVID-19, there is an imbalance between the
demand for high-quality jobs and the supply of jobs. Employees
have to choose jobs that are lower than their qualifications, which
leads to the feeling that they are big fish in a small pond, namely
perceived overqualification. When employees perceived a high
level of overqualification, their talent cannot be fully displayed,
which is not only a waste of their resources, but also hinders
the process of accumulating more resources by making full use
of their qualifications. Therefore, employees will feel the loss of
their resources. Therefore, even in the better LMX, overqualified
employees tend to show a state of self-protection in order to
avoid further loss of resources due to the lack of growth platform,
thus inhibiting role breadth self-efficacy. Combined with the
view of COR that the interaction effect of resources between
individuals and environment will affect individuals (Cao and
Qu, 2014), this study intends to analyze the moderating effect
of perceived overqualification on LMX and role breadth self-
efficacy. The graphical representation of the proposed model is
provided in Figure 1.

This study makes several contributions to the literature.
Firstly, prior studies on the mechanism of voice behavior are
mostly based on social exchange theory. Detert and Edmondson
(2011) put forward that many people are still unwilling to
repay their organization through voice behavior even under

an autonomous and supportive environment. Therefore, using
social exchange theory to explain the mechanism of voice
behavior is not comprehensive. Based on COR, Jiang et al.
(2019) proposed that high-quality LMX is matched by employees’
positive work attitude, outstanding work performance and even
their demographic characteristics similar to their leaders, and
the resource support brought by leaders can promote the
appreciation of employees’ own resources. From the perspective
of COR, this study takes LMX as resources that employees get
from their leaders, and explores the effect of LMX on voice
behavior based on the context of Chinese organizations, which
enriches the theoretical system of localized LMX and provides a
basis for subsequent empirical studies.

Secondly, under the framework of COR, this study constructs
a theoretical model of LMX by taking role breadth self-efficacy
as mediating role, and uses empirical method to analyze the
mechanism of LMX on employee voice behavior, so as to reveal
the “black box” of LMX on employee voice behavior. At the
same time, the role of individual psychological resources in voice
behavior was analyzed, which further enriched COR.

Thirdly, this study introduces perceived overqualification into
the framework of LMX and test its moderating effect, which
further improved and developed the contingency perspective of
LMX related research. Empirical studies have found that with the
expansion of higher education, more and more talents enter the
labor market, which makes more difficult for employees to find
jobs that match their qualifications. A survey shows that 84% of
Chinese employees feel overqualified, ranking first in the world
(Lin et al., 2017). In this context, it is of great significance to
take perceived overqualification as the moderating role to explore
the influence of LMX, which will help to better understand the
importance of person-job fit on recruitment.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESE

Leader-Member Exchange and Voice
Behavior
Leader-Member Exchange refers to that leaders classify
subordinates as “insiders” and “outsiders” because of limited
resources, time pressure and other restrictive factors (Graen
et al., 1972), which reflects the quality of the relationship between
leaders and subordinates. When the relationship between leaders
and subordinates is of high-quality, leaders will regard employee
as “insiders” and maintain a high level of mutual trust, support
and respect between them, and employees are more likely
to receive formal or informal supports or rewards. On the
contrary, when the relationship quality is low, employees will be
regarded as “outsiders,” who can only get authorization within
the scope of work and maintain a lower level of interaction,
trust or support with the leader. High-quality LMX are mature
partnerships characterized by mutual trust and respect. Previous
studies have shown that a good relationship between leaders
and employees can effectively stimulate employees’ proactive
behavior. Voice behavior is one of the proactive behaviors, and
leaders are often the target of employee voice. Their attitude
and behavior will affect employee’s willingness to voice, so the
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.

relationship with leaders will also affect employee voice behavior
(Duan et al., 2017).

Leaders usually maintain most scarce resources and
information in organizations. Employees who have a high-
quality relationship with their leader will gain more trust, care
and resources, and have better psychological and work feelings
(Liang et al., 2019). Based on COR, high-quality relationship
between leaders and employees is an important organizational
and psychological resource for employees, which can improve
employees’ judgment on the success rate of voice behavior
and reduce their perception of the risk of voice, thus affecting
voice behavior (Liang et al., 2019). High-quality LMX will
make employees feel respect and trust by their leaders, which
will reduce employees’ risk perception of voice, increase their
psychological security (Ashford et al., 1998; Morrison, 2011),
and thus have a higher possibility to conduct voice behavior.
In addition, when the voice behavior of the close employees
achieves good results, the leader will think it is the embodiment
of the employee’s ability, further enhance trust and emotion,
and give them more rewards and resources, thus increasing the
resource stock of the employees (Liang et al., 2019). When voice
behavior fails to achieve the desired effect, the leader will also try
to understand them, so as to avoid the depletion of employees’
resources (Wang et al., 2010). On the contrary, employees under
lower LMX have little contact with their leaders, receive few
resources and limited information (Mowbray et al., 2015). The
voice behavior from subordinates may be mistaken as a challenge
to the authority of the leader, resulting in the depletion of staff
resources (Liang et al., 2019). Therefore, employees who have
a good relationship with leaders will actively voice to obtain
more resources, otherwise, they will keep silence or reduce voice
behavior to avoid resource depletion. Therefore, the hypothesis
is proposed as follows:

H1: LMX is positively associated with employees’ voice
behavior.

The Mediating Role of Role Breadth
Self-Efficacy
Role breadth self-efficacy refers to employees’ perceived ability
to perform a wider range of tasks and assume a wider range

of roles beyond the prescribed technical requirements. It is
a new concept based on self-efficacy (Parker, 1998), and is a
positive psychological resource (Zhu et al., 2020). Compared
with self-efficacy, role breadth self-efficacy pays more attention to
extra-role behaviors (Galperin, 2012). Therefore, the relationship
between role breadth self-efficacy and voice behavior is closer.
Previous researches showed that trust and positive individual
behavior of superiors could improve employees’ role breadth self-
efficacy (Axtell and Parker, 2003; Parker et al., 2006; Huang and
Peng, 2015), and the strengthening of role breadth self-efficacy
can promote employees’ proactive behavior (Zhang et al., 2016).

Bandura (1977) proposed that the formation of self-
efficacy comes from the following four factors, performance
accomplishments; vicarious experience, that is, observing and
imitating the behavior of others; verbal persuasion, that
is, encouragement and positive evaluation of others; and
physiological states. Role breadth self-efficacy, as an extension
and development of self-efficacy, can also be improved based
on the mechanism mentioned above (Wang, 2017). Firstly,
Huang and Peng (2015) believed that high-quality interactive
relationship between leaders and employees is an important way
for employees to obtain resources. The resources and support
obtained constitute the information source for employees to
evaluate their ability, thus shaping employees’ efficacy belief
(Gist and Mitchell, 1992). Secondly, Bandura (1977) pointed out
that encouragement and positive evaluation from leaders could
enhance employees’ judgment of their own abilities. In high-
quality LMX, leaders tend to give more resources for employees,
showing the trust and appreciation to them. At the same time,
the employees also fully trust and understand their leaders.
These emotional interactions will enhance employees’ judgment
of their own abilities, and thus improve their role breadth
self-efficacy. Thirdly, Xia et al. (2020) found that high-quality
LMX significantly improved employees’ security and reduce their
psychological burden. This makes employees present a positive
psychological state in the work process of work, and then
improves role breadth self-efficacy. Therefore, the hypothesis is
proposed as follows:

H2: LMX is positively associated with employees’ role
breadth self-efficacy.
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According to COR, in order to realize the appreciation of
existing resources, employees will take actions to seek and save
resources (Qu et al., 2014). Therefore, role breadth self-efficacy, as
a positive psychological resource, reflects the “can do” motivation
(Xu et al., 2018), and affects employees’ behavior (Gao and Yuan,
2019). Employees with higher role breadth self-efficacy are more
confident on completing a series of extra-role tasks and engaging
in activities, and able to propose corresponding solutions to
problems in organization (Liao and Liang, 2015). Given the
impact of voice behavior on the operation and innovation of
organization, employees who perform voice behavior can obtain
more recognition and other resources, which can motivate
employees to obtain these resources through voice (Qu et al.,
2014). Therefore, employees with high role breadth self-efficacy
may regard voice behavior as an opportunity to acquire resources
and thus voice more. Therefore, role breadth self-efficacy has a
positive effect on the formation of employee voice behavior.

From the above analysis, it can be inferred that LMX is likely
to influence voice behavior through positive effect on employees’
role breadth self-efficacy. Parker et al. (2010) pointed out that
the relationship between leader and employee is a distal factor
affecting employee behavior, and its effect is played through the
proximal psychological variable, that is, role breadth self-efficacy,
is the mediating mechanism of LMX affecting employee behavior.
Thus the hypothesis is proposed as follows:

H3: Role breadth self-efficacy mediates the relationship
between LMX and employees’ voice behavior.

The Moderating Role of Perceived
Overqualification
Overqualification arises from underemployment (McKee-
Ryan and Harvey, 2011) or overeducation (Burris, 1983),
including both objective and subjective levels (Yang and
Zhou, 2013). Objective levels of overqualification refers to the
educational level, knowledge, experience, skills and ability of
individuals higher than the actual job requirements, which is
mainly measured by job analysis and comparison (Erdogan
and Bauer, 2009; Maltarich et al., 2011). The subjective
perception, which is perceived overqualification, refers to
“employee perceptions of surplus education, experience,
and KSAs (knowledge, skills, and abilities)” (Maynard et al.,
2006). Most researches focus on perceived overqualification,
because of objective overqualification does not explain how
similarly qualified people in similar jobs experience varying
degrees of feeling overqualified (Erdogan et al., 2011). Previous
studies on perceived overqualification tend to take one of two
perspectives, namely, the frustration caused by underutilization
of qualification and capability-based perspective (Wu et al.,
2017). According to the first view, perceived overqualification
would lead to negative work attitudes and behaviors among
employees because of the underutilization and frustration
(Maynard et al., 2006; Maynard and Parfyonova, 2013; Alfes
et al., 2016; Erdogan and Bauer, 2021). However, from the
capability-based perspective, it treated overqualification as
the availability of, or self-assessments relating to, surplus
skills and qualifications. This perspective focuses on the high

level of ability of employees to respond to job demands and
perform well at work (Erdogan and Bauer, 2021). Therefore,
the effects of perceived overqualification on employees’ attitude,
psychological state, behaviors are also different depending
on the perspective adopted. For example, Chu et al. (2021)
based on social cognitive theory, considered that employees
who perceived overqualified turn their attention to excess
ability, and their remaining qualifications could be used to
perform extended roles, which is crucial to the formation of
role breadth self-efficacy. Drawing on social cognitive theory
of self–regulation, Zhang et al. (2016) found that perceived
overqualification made employees feel task was simpler when
analyzing task requirements, and feel less constraint in the
process of task execution, as well as they are more likely to
attribute achievement of goals to their own abilities, thus
prompts the role breadth self-efficacy. On the contrary, Zhao
et al. (2019) put forward that the overqualified employees
think that the current job causes a waste of resources such as
knowledge, skills and time, and hinders them from developing
new skills, thus resulting in psychological frustration and
emotional exhaustion. Li et al. (2020) regarded overqualification
as underutilization of skills. Based on self-representation theory,
they found that perceived overqualification would lead to
negative emotions such as frustration, anger and hostility,
thus reduce organizational self-esteem and bring psychological
pressure to employees. COR holds that the sense of resource
loss of overqualified employees will lead to negative physical and
mental outcomes, work attitudes and behaviors (Wassermann
and Hoppe, 2019; Li et al., 2021). Therefore, grounding
on the COR, this study takes the view that the frustration
caused by underutilization of qualification to explore perceived
overqualification, specifically, in the employment situation where
the qualifications are not fully utilized. Overqualified employees
will feel loss of resources. It then causes negative work attitude
and emotions, which will have a negative impact on the role
breadth self-efficacy.

In addition, perceived overqualification is often regarded as an
individual factor that directly affects employees’ work mentality,
work behaviors and work performance. However, some scholars
also discussed the influence of perceived overqualification
from the perspective of moderating effect. For instance, based
on the self-determination theory, studies verified perceived
qualification had a negative moderating effect on the relationship
between career growth and the satisfaction of basic psychological
needs of employees (Zhang and Li, 2020). However, the
research perspective of perceived overqualification as a negative
situational factor has not received widespread attention. Prior
studies mainly discussed the separate effects of different LMX
mechanisms, but lack of studies on the mechanism of LMX
under different individual characteristics. Therefore, this study
introduced perceived overqualification to explore the moderating
effect of perceived overqualification on the relationship between
LMX and role breadth self-efficacy.

Conservation of resources theory believes that the employees
will invest a lot of time, energy and social relations to improve
their self-value, and expect the spiral of resource appreciation
rather than loss (Cao and Qu, 2014). Perceived overqualification
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means the imbalance between resource input and reward, and
leads to more negative emotional reactions (Zhao et al., 2019),
which is not conducive to the formation of role breadth self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1977). In addition, the speed of resource loss
is faster than value appreciation (Jiang et al., 2019). A lack
of leadership and organizational identification, employees with
higher level of perceived overqualification have the feeling of
lower insider identity (Zhao et al., 2018), and have difficulties
in gaining resources (Jiang et al., 2019). Therefore, they are
more likely to fall into the spiral of loss, and more sensitive
to the loss of resources, thus will put the protection of existing
resources as the first principle, and less likely to take on the idea
of undertaking a wider range of tasks. Therefore, even under
LMX, employees with higher level of perceived overqualification
tend to act conventionally and show avoidance state of self-
protection, thus inhibiting role breadth self-efficacy. Based on
this, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4: Perceived overqualification moderates the relationship
between LMX and role breadth self-efficacy, such that
the positive effect is stronger when the level of perceived
overqualification is low than when it is high.

H1 to H4 present the relationships constituting the overall
moderated mediation model. This study further examined
whether perceived overqualification not only moderates the
relationship between LMX and role breadth self-efficacy but
also moderates the indirect effect of LMX on employees’ voice
behavior through role breadth self-efficacy. Finally, we proposed
the following hypothesis.

H5: Perceived overqualification moderates the relationship
between LMX and voice behavior through role breadth
self-efficacy, such that the indirect effect is stronger
when the level of perceived overqualification is low than
when it is high.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
A questionnaire survey was designed to collect research data from
November 2020 to January 2021, targeting at manufacturing, IT
operation, and catering service in different regions of China. We
conducted the survey through the human resource departments
of each firm. We designed two formal surveys for each firm
with an interval of 2 months to avoid common method variance.
The first survey was distributed to 422 employees to measure
demographics, LMX, perceived overqualification. Two months
later, the second survey was conducted to the same respondents
to measure role breadth self-efficacy and voice behavior. Four
hundred and seven matched data were found available for final
analysis, and the effective recovery was 96.89%.

Of the respondents, 50.61% were male, 49.39% were female.
According to the education background, the distribution of
senior high school and below accounts for 4.67%, junior college
for 11.55%, bachelor’s for 70.52%, master for 12.29% and doctor
accounts for 0.98%. The 164 (40.29%) respondents were of age of

26–30 years, 134 (32.92%) were of age of 31–40 years, 93 (22.85%)
were of age of 18–25, 13 (3.19%) were of age of 41–50, only 3
(0.74%) were of age of 51–60 and no one has more than 60 years
of age. In terms of experience, 147 (36.12%) had more than 5 years
experiences, and 111 (27.27%) had 3–5 years experiences. 149
(36.61%) had less than 3 years experiences.

Guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity were provided to
respondents to reduce respondent anxiety or answers based on
their actual feelings.

Measures
The questionnaire was first designed in English and then
translated to Chinese by two bilingual academic researchers,
using a back-to-back translation method (Brislin, 1986). A panel
discussion was conducted to enhance the validity of this research.
Participants of the panel discussion included university scholars,
employees and managers. A pilot test was undertaken with
50 respondents. The questionnaire was finalized, and four
sections were included.

Leader-Member Exchange
The LMX items were adopted from Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995).
The seven items were rated on a five-point Likert scale (ranging
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). A sample item is
“My leader pays attention to the needs of employees” (Cronbach’s
α = 0.87; see Table 2).

Voice Behavior
The voice behavior items were adopted from Liang et al. (2012).
The ten items were rated on a five-point Likert scale (ranging
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). In this study,
eight items were reserved according to factor load. A sample item
is “I will actively make developmental suggestions on issues that
have an impact on the organization or department” (Cronbach’s
α = 0.81; see Table 2).

Role Breadth Self-Efficacy
The role breadth self-efficacy items were adopted from Parker
et al. (2006). The seven items were rated on a five-point Likert
scale (ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).
A sample item is “I can design new procedures in my field”
(Cronbach’s α = 0.82; see Table 2).

Perceived Overqualification
The perceived overqualification items were adopted from
Maynard et al. (2006). The nine items were rated on a five-point
Likert scale (ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree). In this study, six items were reserved according to factor
load. A sample item is “Even though I do not have previous
work experience, I can successfully complete my current job”
(Cronbach’s α = 0.77; see Table 2).

Control Variables
Previous empirical studies have confirmed that gender and
education is positively related to employees’ voice behavior (Zhou
and Liao, 2013). Following prior suggestions to use control
variables, we controlled for employees’ gender and education to
better estimate the effects of LMX on voice behavior.
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RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
A Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the above four measures was
conducted to analyze discriminant validity using AMOS 23.0
with maximum likelihood estimation procedures. As shown in
Table 1, we found good support for the four-factor solution
(LMX, voice behavior, role breadth self-efficacy, and perceived
overqualification), which showed an adequate fit to the data:
χ2 = 686.63, degrees of freedom (df ) = 344, comparative fit index
(CFI) = 0.92, incremental fit index (IFI) = 0.92, Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI) = 0.91, and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.050.

Next, Harman’s single factor test was conducted to test the
common method deviation of the variables. The one-factor
model is very unsatisfactory. All items were included in the factor
analysis, and the first principal component was obtained without
rotation, which explained the variation of the total variance of
25.495%, which was lower than 40%, indicating that the deviation
of the common method was not an issue in the current study.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
The means, standard deviations, and correlations for each
variable are provided in Table 2. The results showed that LMX
was positively and significantly related to role breadth self-
efficacy (r = 0.46, p< 0.01) and voice behavior (r = 0.54, p< 0.01).
As expected, LMX was negatively and significantly related to
perceived overqualification (r = −0.21, p < 0.01). Thus, the
correlation results were in line with theoretical expectations and
provided a basis support for further analysis.

Since role breadth self-efficacy is highly correlated with voice
behavior (r = 0.71, p < 0.01), confirmatory factor analysis
is further conducted for both, and the results are shown in
Table 3. For items of role breadth self-efficacy, confirmatory
factor analysis showed that the fit indexes of the scale were
χ2/df = 2.402, CFI = 0.975, TLI = 0.962, IFI = 0.975, and
RMSEA = 0.059, indicating that the scale had good structural
validity. At the same time, CR was 0.97, AVE was 0.82, which
were all up to standard. As for voice behavior, confirmatory
factor analysis showed that the fit indexes of the scale were
χ2/df = 2.157, CFI = 0.977, TLI = 0.964, IFI = 0.977,
and RMSEA = 0.053, indicating that the scale had good
structural validity. As well as CR and AVE were meet statistical
requirements (CR = 0.99, AVE = 0.95).

Hypothesis Testing
Firstly, we tested the indirect effects. As shown in Table 4,
the results from the regression analysis of the mediation model
indicated that LMX was positively and significantly associated
with voice behavior (model 4; β = 0.45, p < 0.001) and role
breadth self-efficacy (model 2; β = 0.39, p < 0.001). Role breadth
self-efficacy was positively and significantly associated with voice
behavior (model 5; β = 0.55, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 and
2 were supported. After controlling for role breadth self-efficacy,
the relationship between LMX and voice behavior is significantly
positive, but the level of effect is significantly decreased (model

5; β = 0.24, p < 0.001). The result showed that the indirect
effect of LMX on voice behavior was significant. Thus, Hypothesis
3 was supported.

Secondly, we tested the moderation model by using regression
analysis. As shown in Table 5, the interaction term of LMX
and perceived overqualification was statistically significant
(β = −0.12, p < 0.05). Figure 2 further revealed that the
positive relationship between LMX and role breadth self-
efficacy was stronger for people with lower levels of perceived
overqualification. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Thirdly, to test the conditional indirect effect, we assessed
the moderated mediation model using 5,000 bootstrap estimates
based on 95% bias-corrected CIs (PROCESS, model 7). As
indicated in Table 6, when the level of perceived overqualification
was low, the relationship between LMX and voice behavior
through role breadth self-efficacy was significant and positive
[indirect effect = 0.2634, 95% CI (0.1915, 0.3514), excluding 0].
Correspondingly, when the level of perceived overqualification
was high, the relationship between LMX and voice behavior
through role breadth self-efficacy was still positive, but the
relationship was weaker [indirect effect = 0.1644, 95% CI (0.0986,
0.2457), excluding 0]. Furthermore, the difference between the
two levels was significant, with 95% CI (−0.1418, −0.0023),
excluding 0. Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported.

DISCUSSION

Grounding on the COR, our study developed a theoretical model
of LMX and voice behavior. We took LMX as the antecedent
of voice behavior and introduced role breadth self-efficacy to
explain the mechanism through which LMX affected voice
behavior, from the new perspective of resources. In addition, our
study added perceived overqualification as a boundary condition.
From a sample of 407 participants, the results revealed that LMX
was positively related to voice behavior through role breadth
self-efficacy, and that perceived overqualification moderated the
positive relationship between LMX and role breadth self-efficacy,
such that the relationship was weaker for individuals with higher
levels of perceived overqualification. We also found that the
indirect effect of LMX on voice behavior was moderated by
perceived overqualification.

Theoretical Implications
Our study makes several contributions to the literature. First,
voice behavior is an extra-role interpersonal communication
behavior in which individuals aim to improve their work or
organizational status, are reform-oriented, and have constructive
opinions (Van Dyne and LePine, 1998). Based on COR, this study
found that LMX can promote the generation of voice behavior
from the perspective of resources, thus enriching the research
perspective of voice behavior mechanism.

Second, from the perspective of COR, role breadth self-
efficacy is regarded as a positive psychological resource, and
the motivation behind employee with role breadth self-efficacy
participated in voice is analyzed, that is, voice behavior is an
important way for employees to obtain new resources. This
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TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Model Factor χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI IFI RMSEA

Model 1 Four-factor model (POQ, RBSE, VB, LMX) 686.83 344 1.997 0.92 0.91 0.92 0.050

Model 2 Three-factor model (POQ + RBSE, VB, LMX) 1186.48 347 3.419 0.79 0.77 0.79 0.077

Model 3 Two-factor model (POQ + RBSE, VB + LMX) 1614.77 349 4.627 0.69 0.66 0.69 0.095

Model 4 Two-factor model (POQ + LMX, VB + RBSE) 1224.66 349 3.509 0.78 0.76 0.78 0.079

Model 5 One-factor model (POQ + RBSE + VB + LMX) 1775.32 350 5.072 0.65 0.62 0.65 0.100

df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index; IFI, incremental fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; POQ, perceived
overqualification; RBSE, role breadth self-efficacy; VB, voice behavior; LMX, leader-member exchange.

TABLE 2 | Results of the descriptive statistical analysis.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender 1.49 0.50

2. Education 2.93 0.68 0.00

3. LMX 3.64 0.68 0.01 0.13* (0.87)

4. RBSE 3.75 0.61 −0.11* 0.29** 0.46** (0.82)

5. VB 3.80 0.57 −0.17** 0.12* 0.54** 0.71** (0.81)

6. POQ 2.86 0.74 0.02 −0.02 −0.21** −0.17** −0.18** (0.77)

N = 407; Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients are displayed on the diagonal.
LMX, leader-member exchange; RBSE, role breadth self-efficacy; VB, voice behavior; POQ, perceived overqualification.
*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01.
Male = 1; Female = 2.
High school and below = 1; College degree = 2; Bachelor’s degree = 3; Master’s degree = 4; and Doctor’s degree and over = 5.

TABLE 3 | Confirmatory factor analysis of RBSE and voice behavior.

Variable χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI IFI RMSEA CR AVE

RBSE 33.621 14 2.402 0.975 0.962 0.975 0.059 0.97 0.82

VB 38.831 18 2.157 0.977 0.964 0.977 0.053 0.99 0.95

N = 407. RBSE, role breadth self-efficacy; VB, voice behavior.

TABLE 4 | Mediating effect of role breadth self-efficacy.

Variables RBSE VB

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Gender −0.14* −0.15** −0.19*** −0.20*** −0.12**

Education 0.27*** 0.22*** 0.10* 0.04 −0.08**

LMX 0.39*** 0.45*** 0.24***

RBSE 0.55***

F 22.39*** 52.57*** 8.98*** 65.52*** 140.38***

R2 0.10 0.28 0.04 0.33 0.58

1R2 0.10 0.18 0.04 0.29 0.26

N = 407.
LMX, leader-member exchange; RBSE, role breadth self-efficacy;
VB, voice behavior.
*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; and ***P < 0.001.

shows that employee’s voice behavior not only brings benefits to
the organization, but also brings more resources to themselves.
This finding explains the relationship between role breadth self-
efficacy and voice behavior from a new perspective, and clearly
presents the process of LMX effect on voice behavior.

TABLE 5 | Moderating effect of perceived overqualification.

Variables RBSE

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender −0.14* −0.15** −0.14** −0.14**

Education 0.27*** 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.22***

LMX 0.39*** 0.37*** 0.39***

POQ −0.06 −0.06

LMX × POQ −0.12*

F 22.39*** 52.57*** 40.40*** 33.94***

R2 0.10 0.28 0.29 0.30

1R2 0.10 0.18 0.01 0.01

N = 407.
LMX, leader-member exchange; RBSE, role breadth self-efficacy; POQ, perceived
overqualification.
*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; and ***P < 0.001.

Finally, perceived overqualification was introduced into the
pathway of “LMX-Role Breadth Self-Efficacy-Voice Behavior”
to verify the moderating effect of individual trait differences.
It is found that different individuals respond differently to
LMX. Employees who perceived overqualified underutilized their
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FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of perceived overqualification on the relationship between LMX and role breadth self-efficacy.

TABLE 6 | Results of the moderated mediation effect between leader-member exchange (LMX) and voice behavior.

Moderator Level Effect Boot SE Boot p 95% CI

Perceived Low (−1 SD) 0.2634 0.0405 0.000 (0.1915, 0.3514)

overqualification High (+ 1 SD) 0.1644 0.0370 0.000 (0.0986, 0.2457)

N = 407.
Bootstrapping repetitions, N = 5,000.
CI, confidence interval.

skills in the current job, and will have a stronger negative
impact on role breadth self-efficacy. This finding also supports
the view that perceived overqualification may have a more
serious impact on individuals themselves (Smith and Frank,
2005). In other words, perceived overqualification means that
the abilities of employees are underutilized and it is difficult
to give full play to their qualifications in work, which is a
gap between the actual state and the ideal state (Ding et al.,
2019). This psychological gap will directly lead to negative
attitudes and emotions toward work (Johnson and Johnson, 2000;
Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Gabriel et al., 2014), which in turn
reduces role breadth self-efficacy of employees (Bandura, 1977).
Zhang and Li (2020) considered perceived overqualification
as underutilization and frustration, which may inhibit the
satisfaction of psychological state brought by career growth.
Yang and Li (2021) found that perceived overqualification
led to frustration and positively affects negative emotions.
In a specific cultural context, perceived overqualification has
a negative impact on positive self-concept. The essence of
these conclusions is to regard overqualification as a waste
of resources and underutilized capacity in the organization.
The findings of this study are crucial for understanding how
to help employees who perceived overqualified adjust and
utilize resources.

In addition, this study further verified perceived
overqualification moderates the indirect effect of LMX on
voice behavior through role breadth self-efficacy, and found
the boundary conditions of the LMX, which has a good

enlightenment and significance for further exploring and
deepening the research on LMX.

Practical Implications
This study provides guidance to organizational management
and human resource practices. First, establishing a high-quality
LMX within the organization. In order to stimulate voice
behavior, leaders should build a “circle” culture and avoid treating
employees alike, which is quite different from the traditional
perception. This puts forward higher requirements for leaders,
namely, the lower quality LMX will frustrate the initiative of voice
due to lack of resources. Therefore, leaders should develop LMX
according to the actual situation of organization.

Second, managers can adopt measures to improve employees’
role breadth self-efficacy. Specifically, managers should praise
employees more, encourage them, give positive comments on
their suggestions, and view employees’ initiative with a positive
attitude. This could not only improve employees’ confidence
on engaging in proactive behavior, and then enhance their role
breadth self-efficacy (Huang and Peng, 2015), but also show that
the organization holds a positive and welcoming attitude toward
employees’ voice behavior, so as to promote more employees to
implement voice behavior (Morrison and Milliken, 2000).

Finally, this study found that perceived overqualification can
reduce the positive relationship between LMX and role breadth
self-efficacy, which suggests that managers should pay attention
to employees’ overqualification. They need to be aware of the risks
associated with recruiting highly qualified people. In the hiring
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process, try to hire the people who match the job. Furthermore,
for the employees with high level of perceived overqualification,
measures such as regular attention to their psychological state
and training need to be taken to correctly guide the self-
evaluation of the employees and timely intervene the employees
who are in a higher level of perceived overqualification.

Limitations and Directions for Future
Research
Our study also has some limitations that provide directions
for future research. Firstly, although the self-reported responses
by the participants can measure the subjective feelings of the
participants more accurately, the object of employee’s voice
behavior is generally superiors or colleagues, so the data obtained
by this method may be deviated from the reality. Future
research should adopt a method of pairing between superiors and
subordinates or between colleagues to better identify the causal
relationship between LMX and voice behavior.

Secondly, the selection of control variables is not
comprehensive enough. Only demographic variables were
considered as the control variables in this study. However, an
individual’s emotions and other characteristics will affect his or
her behaviors. For example, their negative emotions will lead
to counterproductive behaviors (Liu et al., 2015). Therefore,
future research should try to take employee emotion and other
characteristics as control variables.

Finally, although this study examines the boundary conditions
of LMX on voice behavior from the individual level, it
ignores the influence of the level of other colleagues’ perceived
overqualification. Research shows that peer-group perceptions
of overqualification can affect the performance of employees
(Alfes, 2013). Therefore, future research need to explore the
moderating effect of perceived overqualification of colleagues on
the above mechanisms.

CONCLUSION

The studies we conducted revealed that LMX can increase
employees’ voice behavior by increasing their role breadth

self-efficacy, in addition, perceived overqualification can
moderate the mediated relationship. Our research also provides
the basis for practical recommendations for increasing the
employee’s voice behavior.
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Psychological Contract Breach and
Turnover Intentions Among Lecturers:
TheModerating Role of Organizational
Climate
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Michael A. Ezeh4, Adaobi Eze4, Chinwendu Okoro5, Moses Agudiegwu3 and
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1University of Nigeria, Nsukka, Nigeria, 2Coal City University Emene, Enugu, Nigeria, 3Alex Ekwueme Federal University Ndufu
Alike, Abakaliki, Nigeria, 4Enugu State University of Science and Technology, Enugu, Nigeria, 5Federal Polytechnic, Oko, Nigeria

Lecturing in private universities in Nigeria is one of themost challenging jobs for early career
scholars. Regrettably, there is a high rate of turnover once an opportunity for exit presents
itself. Researchers have proposed a relationship between psychological contract breach
and turnover intentions. This study attempted to evaluate the effect of organizational
climate in the link between psychological contract breach and turnover intentions using a
sample of 584 private university lecturers in a two-wave investigation (time-lagged design)
during a 1-month period (with 2 weeks interval). The ages ranged between 24–53 years old
(38.24 ± 7.33). The questionnaires used to collect data were the Psychological Contract
Breach Scale, Organizational Climate Description Questionnaire and Turnover Intention
Scale. The result suggested that lecturers who received support from management were
less likely to leave their jobs, while experiencing peace in the school played a significant
factor in reducing turnover intention. The study’s implications were raised, and further
suggestions were made to improve our organizations, particularly, universities.

Keywords: psychological contract breach, turnover intentions, organizational climate, lecturers, universities

INTRODUCTION

Ahmad and Riaz (2011) noted that turnover intentions had attracted much attention among
researchers due to its widespread effect on many organizations over the years. Turnover intention is
considered the careful thought an individual holds about changing his job after some time (Sousa-
Poza and Henneberger, 2002). This behavior is costly for the new generation organizations (Aquino
et al., 2004). Research has shown that in Pakistan, Singapore, and South Korea, lecturers’ turnover
intention and actual turnover have risen above 60% (Ali, 2008). As sampled in Pakistan by Haq et al.
(2011), teachers’ turnover intentions produced a stunning 53% record. Afolabi (2005) reported that
turnover among lecturers in private universities in Nigeria was over 46%. Earlier studies have shown
that turnover intentions attract negative behaviors such as abuse of privileges and sabotage (Ambrose
et al., 2002; Harris and Ogbonna, 2002). Others found turnover intentions associated with abusing
substances, breaking the organization’s rules, and thefts (Thomas et al., 2001; Sims, 2002). These
unhealthy work behaviors have crumbled many organizations globally (Ahmad and Riaz, 2011).

Attention has shifted to the negative behaviors that impinge the university system (Harris and
Ogbonna, 2002; Windon et al., 2019; Alo and Dada, 2020). In line with the increasingly pervasive
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nature of the adverse outcomes of turnover intentions (Robinson
and Greenberg, 1998; Harder et al., 2015;Windon et al., 2019; Alo
and Dada, 2020), universities are beginning to focus on the
possible precursors. Researchers have placed psychological
contract breach as the forerunner of turnover intentions
(Robinson and Morrison, 1995; Douglas and Martinko, 2001;
Vardi, 2001; Greenberg et al., 2003), suggesting a negative link
between psychological contract breach and job dedication,
satisfaction, and goal to decrease turnover. Morrison and
Robinson (1997) defined psychological contract breach as
employees’ mental assessment of what they will receive versus
what they anticipate. A psychological contract breach also refers
to an individual’s understanding that the organization has failed
to fulfill the seeming promises or obligations in their employment
relationships (Coyle–Shapiro and Kessler, 2000).

The exploration of psychological contract breach as a potential
antecedent of the turnover intentions serves as a basis for
identifying new approaches to understanding and addressing
turnover intentions rate among employees pursuing a career
in the academia. It also further affirms the solid linear
relationship that exists between psychological contract breach
and turnover intentions.

Furthermore, the breach of psychological contracts has a
detrimental impact on employees’ attitudes and actions
(Robinson and Morrison, 1995; Robinson, 1996). Robinson
and Rousseau (1994) assert that when employees feel the
management has not fulfilled its part of the business contract,
they feel betrayed and increase their turnover intentions. Notably,
the influence of this breach of psychological contract within the
university system is unaddressed extensively. The current study
additionally investigates the dynamics of the connection between
psychological contract breach and intention to leave by
examining the moderating influences of organizational climate.
We chose organizational climate because Carr et al. (2003)
established that organizational climate influences work
outcomes such as job performance, employee disengagement,
and psychological wellbeing by interacting with organizational
commitment and job satisfaction. Thus, organizational climate
implies those attributes that define a work environment.

Psychological Contract Breach and
Turnover Intentions
According to Freese (2007), a psychological contract relates to an
employee’s belief about his labor contribution and the expected
reward from management. Emphatically, a psychological
contract explained in few words implies the terms of an
agreement between the employee and the administration as it
exists in the employee’s mindset. It goes beyond the written
contract terms but instead, deals with the belief of the employee.
According to Herriot et al. (1997), they conceived psychological
contracts in two ways. Firstly, from the standpoint, two parties are
involved where both have their obligations to perform as it
concerns an employment agreement. These obligations should
be clear and easily understood through formal documentation of
an agreement term between the employee and the organization or
suggested without being directly expressed. Secondly, a

psychological contract comes from the employee’s mental set
(Herriot et al., 1997). This approach addresses the feelings and
opinions of the employee concerning the exchange terms as the
organization models it. In psychological contract, Rousseau
(1995) noted that employees willingly accept the official
agreement concerning their obligations and management.
According to Rousseau (1990), the psychological contract is
described primarily on an individual’s thoughts or beliefs
rather than facts and may sometimes be unjust.

For example, employees expect (that) higher pay, promotion,
and a good working environment will reciprocate hard work and
obedience (Rousseau, 1990). As we study the academia, we align
with the second conceptualization of psychological contract,
which relies on the belief an employee holds about his duties
and his expectations from the management in return. These
expectations trigger the employee’s perception of management
defiance from promise (Robinson and Rousseau, 1994; Zhao,
Wayne, et al., 2007). Studies on psychological contract breaches
found that organizational obligations and violated promises
negatively influence employees’ attitudes and actions
(Robinson and Rousseau, 1994; Kiewitz et al., 2009). In
addition, employees who see a breach of the psychological
contract begin to wonder if they should stay in the
organization or whether the continuation of work relations
would benefit them or not (Turnley and Feldman, 2000;
Aykan, 2014). As a result, in this investigation, this hypothesis
was developed:

H1: Psychological contract breach will positively predict
turnover intentions among lecturers in Nigerian private
universities.

Organizational Climate and Psychological
Contract Breach
Organizational climate is the typical features or qualities that
define an organization’s work environment, differentiating it
from another. To a large degree, these qualities could last long
and alter employees’ behavior in the organization (Liou and
Cheng, 2010). More so, to a large extent, organizational climate
includes behaviors that encourage healthy interaction among
university staff members. It enables academic and non-
academic workers to collaborate in academic-related tasks,
facilitating corporate goals and objectives. Domitrovicha
et al. (2019) used the term school climate to explain
organizational climate. They defined it as the perception the
staff hold concerning their safety, associations, relationships,
academic practices, and the teaching environment, including
their mode of operations and functioning. Cohen et al. (2009)
noted that this organizational climate develops due to the
constant social, academic, and administrative practices
among staff and management of such institutions. This
interaction builds the trust, loyalty, and managerial
leadership style that define the organizational climate.
Literature has suggested that organizational climate and
psychological contract breach do not relate positively
(Ahmed and Muchiri, 2014; Terera, 2019). According to
reports, individuals who feel a breach of psychological
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contract are often from a hostile work environment. A sign of an
unfulfilled contract is an indication of a poor work environment.

Organizational Climate and Turnover
Intentions
Puspitawati and Atmaja (2019) suggest that organizational
climate is negatively associated with turnover intention. An
employee’s purpose defines and moderates his level of work
performance because it influences his choice of action (Mishra
and Bhatnagar, 2010). The features or qualities of this
organizational climate are peculiar and unique to every
university. Thus, it serves as the yardstick for measuring an
employee’s feelings and beliefs about his university. Within the
university environment, organizational climate affects employees’
efficiency, output, and commitment as it defines their
contribution to students’ learning and community
development. Research has shown that the growth and success
of these universities could depend heavily on the organizational
climate that exists within them. Hartini et al. (2020) reported that
organizational climate and turnover intentions share a negative
relationship. With the introduction of a favorable organizational
climate such as reward, responsibility, and good standards, the
management could minimize the rate of turnover intentions
(Carmeli and Vinarski-peretz, 2010; Subramanian and Shin,
2013). Most studies have argued that turnover intentions are
disruptive and unhealthy for organizational growth and
development, negatively impacting work outcomes (Chau
et al., 2009; Jeswani and Dave, 2012; Mei Teh, 2014).

Psychological Contract Breach and
Turnover Intentions: Moderations by
Organizational Climate Dimensions
Schneider et al. (2000) posited that organizational climate is the
air workers breathe, feel, and sense their corporate practices,
ideas, plans, and strategies. Employees monitor their work
environments concerning their activities and decipher what is
more important to their organization. There are five components
to organizational climate: supportive behavior, directive behavior,
dynamic behavior, frustrating behavior, and intimate behavior.
The efforts of university officials to stimulate, assist, and promote
lecturers’ welfare and task achievements in the university imply
supportive conduct. It is managerial conduct that encourages
workers to feel pleasant, calm, and a sense of belonging to the
university. “Directive conduct” refers to a university’s strict,
regulated, and authoritative monitoring of lecturers and
university activities. Lecturers’ engaged behavior refers to their
proud, dedicated, and supportive attitude toward their colleagues,
students, and the university. Frustrated conduct characterizes a
lecturer’s sense of burden and interference from colleagues and
administrative tasks unrelated to instructing. These are the habits
that keep instructors stressed and dissatisfied with the university
system. Finally, the term “intimate behavior” refers to a lecturer’s
strong and coherent social relationships with other colleagues.
These are behaviors that promote pleasantries, friendliness, and
support among colleagues.

Several studies have found a favorable relationship between
organizational climate and workplace outcomes such as job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, job performance, job
participation, and organizational citizenship behavior
(Adeyemi, 2008; Agyemang, 2013; Berberoglu, 2018; Bhat,
2013; Bhat and Bashir, 2016; Gheisari et al., 2014;
Nwankwo et al., 2015; Okoli, 2019; Raja et al., 2019; Tsai,
2014; Turan, 1998; Valdez and Villa, 2019), and negatively
linked to a psychological contract breach, counterproductive
work behavior, and turnover intentions (Kanten, and Ülker,
2013; Chernyak-Hai, and Tziner, 2014; Kasekende et al., 2015;
Conley and You, 2018; Sheu et al., 2019). According to
Bamberger et al. (2008), an adverse organizational
atmosphere might contribute to turnover intentions and
other bad behavior. Given the nature of the negative
consequences of a hostile corporate environment at
universities, we anticipate that organizational climate
(dimensions) will mitigate the association between
psychological contract violation and desire to leave (see
Figure 1). As reviewed literature has shown the high rate of
turnover intentions in organizations like the university, we
presume that the climate perceived by the academia could
determine the extent they commit to the university. Thus, we
hypothesized the following:

H2a: Organizational climate (supportive) will negatively
predict turnover intentions among lecturers in Nigerian
private universities.
H2b: Organizational climate (directive) will negatively predict
turnover intentions among lecturers in Nigerian private
universities.
H2c: Organizational climate (engaged) will negatively predict
turnover intentions among lecturers in Nigerian private
universities.
H2d: Organizational climate (frustrated) will negatively
predict turnover intentions among lecturers in Nigerian
private universities.
H2e: Organizational climate (intimate) will negatively predict
turnover intentions among lecturers in Nigerian private
universities.

FIGURE 1 | Proposed model for the study. Hypothesized model of the
moderating roles of organizational climate dimensions on the associations
between psychological contract breach and turnover intentions.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org March 2022 | Volume 7 | Article 7841663

Kanu et al. Psychological Contract Breach, Turnover Intentions

178

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2092521214000583
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


H3a: Organizational climate (supportive) will negatively
moderate the relationship between psychological contract
and turnover intentions.
H3b: Organizational climate (directive) will negatively
moderate the relationship between psychological contract
and turnover intentions.
H3c: Organizational climate (engaged) will negatively
moderate the relationship between psychological contract
and turnover intentions.
H3d: Organizational climate (frustrated) will negatively
moderate the relationship between psychological contract
and turnover intentions.
H3e: Organizational climate (intimate) will negatively
moderate the relationship between psychological contract
and turnover intentions.

The study anchors on the social exchange theory because
psychological contracts rely on giving and taking. Bal et al. (2013),
Kasekende et al. (2015) used the social exchange paradigm to
demonstrate that high-social exchange acts as a buffer on the
negative link between psychological contract breach and
performance.

Interestingly, some authors (Idogho, 2006; Adenike, 2011;
Adeniji et al., 2018) attributed a lot of adverse behavioral
outcomes among academia to unfavorable work climates. The
resultant effect is that these unhealthy work behaviors have
crippled the academic and social activities that should flourish
in these universities. Furthermore, this unhealthy climate has led
to insufficient enthusiasm, diminished work motivation,
frustration, and tension among academic staff (Adeniji, 2011;
Adeniji et al., 2018). To bolster this assertion, Adenike, (2011)
and Afolabi (2005) suggested that researchers should study the
organizational climate of Nigerian private universities further to
trace the precursors of turnover intentions among lecturers.

The 2020 lockdown of academic activities in Nigeria made
most private universities adopt virtual working platforms (e.g.,
Microsoft Team, Zomm, WebEx etc.). Virtual learning which has
been used in the developed world even before the pandemic
transitioned seamlessly compared to less developed countries like
Nigeria (Kyari et al., 2018). This form of learning is considered to
be better than the usual in-person interaction because it has the
advantage of reaching many learners at the same time and does
not require them to come together in a place (Ajadi et al., 2008).
This shift consequently has affected the lecturers as some of these
new technologies has a steep learning curve affecting some of
them in adjusting (Zalat et al., 2021). The learning, and social
interaction with peers and other forms of socialization among
colleagues have been transferred online which resulted in a
significant difference in the reactions to the lockdowns
between academic staff and students.

In summary, the present study examines the relationship
between psychological contract breach and turnover
intentions. Also, the moderating effects of organizational
climate dimensions on the association between psychological
contract breaches and turnover intentions. Using social
exchange theory to establish an integrative framework of
psychological contract breach, turnover intentions, and

organizational climate. As much as the private universities’
salaries are less than the government owned institutions, some
staff remain even with opportunities for a higher paying job. This
discrepancy cannot be captured in the social exchange theory.
The gap here highlights the organizational cultural differences
that explained the pattern of turnover intentions. This study also
highlighted how organizational climate attenuates the effect of
unfulfilled promises in the lecturers’ intention to leave.

METHODS

Participants
This study enlisted the participation of 584 lecturers from seven
private institutions in Southeast, Nigeria. Renaissance University
(76), Tansian University (82), Gregory University (68), Godfrey
Okoye University (84), Paul University (89), Madonna University
(119), and Evangel University (66) are among these institutions.
We choose these lecturers at random from these seven private
institutions. Among these lecturers, 444 were men (76%) while
140 were females (24%), 419 were married (71.7%) while 165
were single (28.3%); 81were senior lecturers (13.87%), 59 were
lecturer I (10.10%), 185 were lecturer II (31.68%), 188 were
assistant lecturers (32.19 percent) and 71 were graduate
assistants (12.16%). Participants varied in age from 24 to
53 years (M = 38.24, SD = 7.33).

MEASURES

The Psychological Contract Breach Scale
The researchers used the psychological Contract Breach Scale
established by Robinson andMorrison (1995) to assess the breach
of the perceived contract of lecturers at their private institutions.
They respond to a five-point Likert scale, ranging from (1)
strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. The 5-item measure
yielded a reliability value of α = 0.92 to Robinson and
Morrison (2000). Examples include: “I believe my employer
has fulfilled the promises made to me” and “My employer has
broken many of its promises to me, despite the fact that I have
kept my end of the bargain.” In addition, three items were
reverse-scored, and two direct scored. According to Robinson
and Morrison (2000), high ratings imply a lack of contract
fulfillment and vice versa. In this study, we achieved a
reliability index for the scale of α = 0.87. A high score on this
metric suggests that the contract is not holding and unfulfilled.

Organizational Climate Description
Questionnaires
The Kottkamp et al. (1987) OCDQ-RS is a 34 item measure
developed to assess the organizational climate of teachers and
principals in secondary schools. This measure evaluates five
different behavioral attributes of teachers and principals in the
school. The response options range from 1 (rarely occurs) to 4
(frequently occurs). These items tap the frequency of occurrence
of such behaviors. The research instruments’ reliability
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consistency was high for the dimensions with principal
supportive behavior (α = 0.91) 7items, directive behavior (α =
0.87) 7 items, engaged teacher behavior (α = 0.85) 10 items,
frustrated teacher behavior (α = 0.85) 6 items, and intimate
teacher behavior (α = 0.71) 4 items.

The OCDQ-RS was modified to suit the university community
using field testing, validity, and reliability studies. We used the
content and construct validation process to confirm the validity of
the instrument. We subjected the OCDQ-RS to a reliability test.
We obtained further validation using the responses received from
114 lecturers drawn from Caritas University. Caritas University is
one of the private universities in the region and share most
characteristics with other private universities in the region. In
adopting the scale, we modified some words and items to suit the
university community. We changed the terms “principal” to
“university authority,” “school” changed to “university,” the
word “teachers” was changed to “lecturers,” “teaching” changed
to “lecturing.”Also, item number twenty-five (25), “the principal is
available after school to help teachers when assistance is needed,”
was changed to “the university authority is available to help
lecturers when assistance is needed.” The modifications were
necessary to capture the terminologies of a university setting.
The inter-item correlation of the 34 items ranged from −0.08
to.55 during item analysis, with an internal consistency reliability
estimate of Cronbach alpha =0.70. The item analysis also revealed
coefficient alpha values of 0.72, 0.67, 0.66, 0.68, and 71 for OCDQ-
RS supportive behavior, directed behavior, engaged behavior,
frustrated behavior, and intimate behavior.

Turnover Intentions Scale
We used the 5-item Turnover Intentions Scale to measure the
lecturer’s turnover intentions (Bluedorn, 1982). They were asked
to assess their level of agreement on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1
indicating significant disagreement and 5 indicating strong
agreement. “I am actively pursuing an alternate employment”
and “I will hunt for a new job outside of this organization within
the next year” are two examples. Bluedorn (1982) earned α =0.90
dependability index. The researchers obtained an alpha of 0.82 in
this study. A high score on the turnover intention measure shows
that the company has a substantial turnover intentions.

Procedure
This study adopted a time-lagged design (2-weeks interval) for a
period of 1 month using amulti-sectional questionnaire containing
both the demographics and the scales. We employed some
academic staff in these universities who helped the
administration process by distributing this questionnaire to the
lecturers in these private universities. The researchers distributed
copies of this questionnaire in two batches (2 weeks interval).
These research assistants came to serve as informants in this
study and supply independent and dependent variable
assessments. We distributed the copies of the questionnaire
containing the independent factors first, followed by the
documents containing the dependent variables. Notably, copies
of this questionnaire were tagged with numbers for easy pairing
with the sampled lecturers across the two batches. Only those
lecturers that consented to the study participated. Those that

participated were encouraged to complete the questionnaire
within 2 days. However, the research assistants collected the
distributed copies within 2 weeks across the two batches. We
discarded few copies due to improper completion and the
remaining analyzed. The anonymity of the participants was
assured by adopting a researcher-to-participant communication
during the follow-up phase and all data that could be linked to the
participants were destroyed after data entry.

Statistical Analyses
This research ascertained the inter-relationships among the study
variables through Pearson r correlation, hypotheses tested using
Hayes, (2013, Hayes, 2014) regression-based PROCESS macro.
IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences was used to analyze
(SPSS v 25). The variables were analyzed across six models
considering psychological contract breach, turnover intentions,
and organizational climate (supportive, directive, engaged,
intimate), as independent, dependent, and moderating variables.

RESULTS

Table 1 above shows the descriptive statistics and correlation
matrix of variables. The correlations in Table 1 showed that
psychological contract breach was positively correlated with
turnover intentions (r = 0.36, p = 0.001). Supportive behavior
was negatively related to turnover intentions (r = −0.36,
p =0.001). Directive behavior was positively related to turnover
intentions (r = 0.10, p =0.013). Engaged behavior was negatively
related to turnover intentions (r = −0.27, p =0.001). Frustrated
behavior was not significantly related to turnover intentions (r =
0.05, p =0.237). Intimate behavior was negatively related to
turnover intentions (r = −21, p =0.001).

According to the Hayes Process regression results in Table 2,
psychological contract breach exhibited a strong positive link
with turnover intentions (B =0.344, t = 8.983, p < 0.001). The
composite organizational climate revealed a substantial negative
connection with turnover intentions (B = −0.059, t = −3.328, p <
0.001). Organizational climate substantially affected the
relationship between psychological contract breach and
turnover intentions (B =0.022, t = 5.588, p.001) (see Figure 2).
Organizational climate (supportive behavior) was shown to have
a substantial negative connection with turnover intentions (B =
−0.288, t = −5.757, p < 0.001). Organizational climate (supportive
behavior) substantially moderated the connection between
psychological contract breach and turnover intentions (B
=0.008, t = 4.731, p.001) (see Figure 3). There was no
significant link between organizational climate (directive
behavior) and turnover intentions (B =0.046, t =0.965,
p =0.335). Organizational climate (directive behavior) did not
affect the relationship between psychological contract breach and
turnover intentions (B =0.008, t =0.811, p =0.418). Organizational
climate (engaged behavior) was shown to have a substantial
negative link with turnover intentions (B = −0.226, t = -5.351,
p < 0.001). Organizational climate (engaged behavior) moderated
the link between psychological contract breach and turnover
intentions (B =0.044, t = 4.701, p < 0.001) (see Figure 4). The
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organizational climate (frustrated behavior) significantly
positively links turnover intentions (B =0.142, t = 2.056,
p =0.040). There was no significant moderating connection
between psychological contract breach and turnover intentions
in the presence of organizational climate (frustrated behavior) (B
=0.016, t = 1.149, p =0 .251). Organizational climate (intimate
conduct) was shown to have a significant negative connection
with turnover intentions (B = −0.270, t = −3.416, p < 0.001). The
link between psychological contract breach and turnover
intentions was strongly affected by organizational climate
(intimate behavior) (B =0.105, t = 6.647, p < 0.001) (see Figure 5).

Figure 2 shows that those with high organizational climate
and high psychological contract breach had higher turnover
intentions than those with lower organizational climate and
higher psychological contract breaches (Table 3).

Figure 3: the moderating role of organizational climate
(supportive behavior) in the psychological contract breach and
turnover intentions relations. Figure 3 shows that those with lower
organizational climate and high psychological contract breach had

higher turnover intentions than those with higher organizational
climate and lower psychological contract breach (Table 4).

Figure 4: the moderating role of organizational climate in the
psychological contract breach and turnover intention relations.
Figure 4 shows that those with lower organizational climate
(engaged behavior) and high psychological contract breach had
higher turnover intentions than those with higher organizational
climate and lower psychological contract breach (Table 5).

Figure 5 demonstrates that individuals with a higher
organizational environment (intimate behavior) and a more
significant psychological contract breach had a greater desire
to leave than those with a lower organizational climate and a
higher psychological contract breach (Table 6).

DISCUSSION

This study examined the association between psychological
contract breach and intention to leave among academics at

TABLE 1 | Descriptive Statitistics and correlation matrix.

s/n M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Psychological Contract Breach 15.920 4.879 1 −0.314** 0.180** −0.113* -0.058 −0.180** 0.360**
2 Supportive Behaviour 14.796 3.988 1 −0.066 0.455** 0.156** 0.528** −0.355**
3 Directive Behaviour 16.858 4.153 1 0.119* 0.066 0.060 0.103*
4 Engaged Behaviour 23.473 4.494 1 0.236** 0.468** −0.273**
5 Frustrated Behaviour 11.483 2.942 1 0.236** 0.049
6 Intimate Behaviour 8.324 2.409 1 −0.212**
7 Turnover Intention 15.577 5.045 1

Note**p <0 .001; *p <0 .01.

TABLE 2 | Hayes process regression predicting turnover intentions and testing moderating role of organizational climate.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Variables B SE t B SE T B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t

PCB 0.34 0.04 8.89** 0.29 0.04 7.16** 0.37 0.04 9.00 0.33 0.04 8.44** 0.38 0.04 9.41** 0.36 0.04 9.17
ORGCLM −0.06 0.02 −3.33**
PCB *
ORGCLM

0.02 0.00 5.59**

SUPBH −0.29 0.05 −5.76**
PCB *
SUPBH

0.05 0.01 4.73**

DRBH 0.05 0.05 0.97
PCB *
DRBH

0.01 0.01 0.81

ENGBH −0.23 0.04 −5.35**
PCB *
ENGBH

0.04 0.01 4.70**

FRBH 0.14 0.07 2.06*
PCB *
FRBH

0.02 0.01 1.15

INBH -0.27 0.08 −3.42**
PCB *
INBH

0.11 0.02 6.65**

R2 0.21 0.23 0.14 0.22 0.14 0.22
X *W ΔR2 0.04 0.03 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.06

NOTE: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001; PCB, psychological contract breach; ORGCLM, organizational climate; SUPBH, supportive behaviour.
DRBH, directive behaviour; ENGBH, engaged behaviour; FRBH, frustrated behaviour; INBH, intimate behaviour; X*W, interaction term.
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private institutions. However, perhaps more crucially, we must
investigate the moderating influences of organizational climate
characteristics on proven associations. The first hypothesis was
accepted because it posited that psychological contract breach
would be a strong positive predictor of turnover intentions
among lecturers at private institutions (H1 confirmed). This
result supports the earlier findings (Robinson and Rousseanm,
1994; Robinson & Morrison, 1995; Roehling, 1997; Turnley and
Feldman, 2008; Munda and Agarwal 2010; Bal et al., 2013; Umar
and Ringim, 2015). This study reported that psychological
contract breaches positively predicted turnover intentions

among employees. The findings revealed that private
university academics become unsatisfied with their jobs,
unsatisfied with management and organizations when they
believe the organization has broken its commitment and
inspired to look for another career. This finding could explain
the result on the premise of “give and take”. Most employees
perceive private establishments as business ventures where they
get paid based on their put-in. In this instance, most lecturers at
private institutions are motivated by the prospect of financial
compensation in exchange for their services. This result explains
the law of reciprocity that Blau (1964) espoused in social

FIGURE 2 | Moderating role of organizational climate in the psychological contract breach and turnover intention relations.

FIGURE 3 | Moderating role of organizational climate (supportive behavior) in the psychological contract breach and turnover intentions relations.
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FIGURE 4 | moderating role of organizational climate (engaged behaviour) in the psychological contract breach and turnover intentions relations.

FIGURE 5 | The moderating role of organizational climate (intimate behaviour) in the psychological contract breach and turnover intentions relations.

TABLE 3 | Conditional effects of the focal predictor at values of the moderator(s).

ORGCLM Effect se t p LLCI ULCI

Low 0.130 0.054 2.389 0.017 0.023 0.237
Mean 0.303 0.039 7.673 0.000 0.225 0.380
High 0.583 0.058 10.123 0.000 0.470 0.696

NOTE: ORGCLM, organizational climate.

TABLE 4 | Conditional effects of the focal predictor at values of the moderator(s).

SUPBH Effect se t p LLCI ULCI

Low 0.094 0.057 1.648 0.100 −0.018 0.205
Mean 0.245 0.041 6.013 0.000 0.165 0.325
High 0.497 0.060 8.289 0.000 0.379 0.615

NOTE: SUPBH, supportive behaviour.
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exchange theory. On this premise, if the contract fails, the
intention to quit rises among lecturers.

We also hypothesized that organizational climate dimensions
would significantly predict turnover intentions among lecturers in
private universities. Organizational climate (composite) revealed a
substantial negative connection with turnover intentions (H2
confirmed). The result of the study supports earlier findings
(Chau et al., 2009; Hughes et al., 2010; Saungweme and
Gwandure, 2011; Jeswani and Dave, 2012; Gosserland, 2003; Mei
Teh, 2014; Awang et al., 2015). It discovered a negative association
between organizational climate and lecturers’ inclinations to leave.
According to the findings, a great corporate environment connects
with a low desire to leave among academics. Lecturers in private
universities can be encouraged or motivated to stay by introducing a
free flow of communication, improved work facilities and
conditions, improved pay package, administrative support, and
adequate promotion (Hughes, 2012). These may raise work
happiness, improve performance, and lower the likelihood of
these lecturers quitting. However, the absence of these makes the
job tedious and stressful. According to Kim et al. (2020), a failure to
handle stress effectivelymay lead to turnover intentions and, in some
cases, actual turnover.

Among the dimensions of organizational climate, we
hypothesized that supportive behavior would significantly
predict turnover intentions among lecturers in private
universities. According to the study’s findings, the corporate
environment (supportive behavior) showed a strong negative
link with turnover intentions (H2a confirmed). The result
showed that supportive leadership behavior from the
university authorities has a negative association with lecturers’
intent to quit their jobs. This finding supports the argument that
an employer’s support for an employee benefits the employee’s
welfare and comfort in that company. When employees receive
support from the management, they feel warm, relaxed, and show
a sense of belonging, reducing their quest or intent to quit such an
organization. We had expected that directive behavior would
significantly predict turnover intentions among lecturers in
private universities and did not support this hypothesis. There
was no substantial link between organizational climate (directive
conduct) and turnover intentions (H2b not confirmed). The
organizational climate (engaged behavior) identified strong
moderation in the connection between psychological contract
breach and turnover intention (H2c verified) (see Figure 4).
Engaged behavior reflects by high morale when lecturers are
engaged in work-related activities in their universities, they tend
to think less of quitting their jobs. Lecturers that exhibit engaged
behaviors are usually concerned about the welfare and success of
students and co-workers. They are friendly with their students

and believe in their students’ potential to achieve. In private
universities, lecturers are cooperative and supportive, primarily
because of their small population. These lecturers come together
as a collective unit engaged and committed to the teaching-
learning task. The more committed to their jobs the lecturers
are, the less likely their intent to quit. Engagement is an act of
commitment, vigor, enthusiasm, and loyalty needed in times of
distrust and betrayal to suppress the intention to leave.

Our finding that frustrating behavior predicted turnover
intentions among lecturers in private universities is consistent
with prior research findings (Ansari et al., 2012; Ghamrawi and
Jammal, 2013). The results of the study supported the stated
hypothesis that there would be a positive relationship between
psychological contract breach and intention to leave.
Organizational climate (frustrated behavior) explained a
substantial positive link with the intent to leave (H2d confirmed).
This result supports the assertion that a frustrated employee tends to
leave a frustrating environment. When there are too many
frustrating demands from lecturers by the management, these
lecturers feel uncomfortable with the organizational climate and
may likely nurse the intent to quit their job. Such frustrated
behaviors may include abusive supervision, interference in
teaching tasks, harsh routine requirements, burdensome
administrative paperwork, non-teaching duties, etc. Our data
shows a negative relationship between intimate conduct and
turnover intentions (H2e confirmed). This result is consistent
with Gormley, (2005) earlier study findings, which indicated a
significant negative association between closeness and turnover
intentions. This result suggests that level of closeness that exists
among lecturers and co-workers or students in universities does
necessarily influence one’s intent to quit or not. This social
interaction that explains intimate behavior sometimes determine
who amongst them decides to stay or quit the job. Personal behavior
is part of the normal socialization process in work settings that
members of such an organization are bound to share in one way or
another. In African culture, there is always a solid and cohesive
network of social interaction among people. Lecturers know their
students by their names and relate intimately with their co-lecturers,
explaining social interaction (intimate behavior). This pattern of life
is rooted in culture and traverses across every social setting, work
organizations inclusive. Therefore, even when a lecturer leaves one
university for another, the collective lifestyle that encourages
socialization will continue. This social interaction goes to a large
extent to determine or guarantee whether they will stay or quit. This
social activity might explain why intimate behavior predicted
turnover intentions among lecturers in private universities.

However, the organizational environment (supportive
behavior) could not reduce the connection between

TABLE 5 | Conditional effects of the focal predictor at values of the moderator(s).

ENGBH Effect se t p LLCI ULCI

Low 0.128 0.060 2.133 0.033 0.010 0.246
Mean 0.305 0.039 7.756 0.000 0.227 0.382
High 0.525 0.054 9.682 0.000 0.419 0.632

NOTE: ENGBH, engaged behaviour.

TABLE 6 | Conditional effects of the focal predictor at values of the moderator(s).

INBH Effect se t p LLCI ULCI

Low 0.112 0.052 2.148 0.032 0.010 0.215
Mean 0.322 0.039 8.272 0.000 0.245 0.398
High 0.637 0.059 10.854 0.000 0.521 0.752

NOTE: INBH, intimate behaviour.
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psychological contract breach and turnover intentions (H3a
confirmed) (see Figure 3). Therefore, in psychological contract
violation, supportive leadership behavior is the coolant that
suppresses turnover intentions among lecturers in private
universities. The climate-the openness of the supportive
leaders cushions the adverse reactions of the aggrieved lecturers.

Furthermore, there was no significant moderating influence of
the corporate environment (directive behavior) on the association
between psychological contract breach and turnover intentions (H3b
not confirmed). High directive behavior is all about rigid and
domineering leadership within the universities where the
authorities are autocratic, create panic and scare their followers
or subordinates. However, this study showed that directive behaviors
did not moderate the association between psychological contract
breach and turnover intentions. This could be the case because the
workers do not trust the management nor believe in their promises.
Their previous experiences must have played a role in the non-
significant relationship between psychological contract breach and
turnover intentions.

Also, engaged behavior significantly moderated the
relationship between psychological contract breach and
turnover intentions (H3c).

However, there was no significant moderating association
between psychological contract breach and turnover intentions
when organizational climate (frustrated behavior) was included
(H3d not confirmed).

The link between psychological contract breach and turnover
intentions was strongly affected by the organizational atmosphere
(intimate behavior) (H3e confirmed) (see Figure 5). In the
context of a psychological contract breakdown, intimate
conduct repels turnover intentions.

Practical Implications
The current study’s findings have several implications. Several
deductions can be made that can benefit future researchers,
policymakers, stakeholders, employers of labor, and workers in
the educational sector. First, the study provides insight into
variables that either promote or stimulate turnover intentions
among employees in private universities (in South-East Nigeria)
as a sample. Psychological contract breach predicted turnover
intentions far more optimistically. This finding could explain this
present result on the premise that unfulfilled promises boomerang
on the violators of such commitment. Turnover intention is an
emotional state that signals an unfavorable environment; therefore, it
may not be surprising that management that breaks a contract or
agreement may likely face the exit of its employees. A working
contract states that you (employee) will receive payment in return for
the services rendered. The expectation is that both parties should
follow any agreement reached. Management’s breach or, contract
violation demands activities such as a dispute, unproductive work
behavior, neglect of tasks, sabotage, insubordination, and discontent,
all of which generate turnover intentions or actual turnover.
Organizations that engage in breach or violation of organizational
contracts should also expect the exit of their employees, particularly
in our private educational sector (universities, polytechnic, college of
education, secondary schools, etc.) or other sectors where there are
alternatives. Besides, this exit or intent to quit does no good to the

management because the cost of replacing and training new
personnel is high. An organization that surrounds itself with
uncertainties faces an unexpected departure of its employees.
When employees see themselves as “partners in the agreement,”
they could go the extra mile to protect that agreement.

Managerial Implications
Personnel policies, working conditions, and decision-making
involvement may all be said to dependably make up the corporate
environment. Using academics in private institutions in south-eastern
Nigeria, studies have revealed that workers’ turnover intentions are a
product of the atmosphere in the company in which they work in the
Nigerian setting. A positive organizational environment improves an
organization’s performance, production, and employee satisfaction.
Breach of psychological contract will threaten employee wellbeing in
the workplace. In that case, there’s a need for the management to
reintroduce the sense of trust, safety, and belongingness among
employees to repel turnover intentions. Understanding the dynamics
of links and the consequences of the influences between organizational
climate dimensions (factors) and turnover intentions is critical for
organizational development. This study revealed supportive, engaged,
and intimate behaviors as modifiers in the connection between
psychological contract breach and turnover intentions among
lecturers at Nigerian private institutions, among other characteristics
of the organizational environment. These behaviors encourage the
lecturers to remain and overcome trial periods in the work domain.
A favorable climate harbors an organism, while unfavorable weather
drives it away. So it could be in many organizations, university
environment inclusive. Organizations and managers should be
aware of the link between organizational fairness and work results.
Organizations (universities, hospitals, firms, industries, banks, etc.)
should practice supportive behaviors that favor workers because they
will strengthen their willingness to remain in such organizations. Such
supportive behaviors include a good personnel welfare package,
encouraging and motivating organizational policies (e.g., awards),
providing financial assistance in related academic programs. Such
behaviors will improve the standard and image of our Nigerian
organizations. Our lecturers should embrace engaged and intimate
behavior because they provide social relief through interaction and
communication in difficult times.

Again, about career development, these scholars working in
private universities develop their academic careers by researching,
publishing articles and textbooks relevant to their specialties,
attending conferences and various workshops, engaging in
administrative roles within academic and higher education—these
academic exercises gear towards career development. Doctoral
students, postdoctoral researchers, and other multiple ranks attain
personal goals and receive tangible rewards such as promotions for
their intellectual abilities and contributions. These career
development practices in academics prepare them for a more
significant task ahead in challenging times, particularly during
unfulfilled contracts from the management.

Supportive, engaged, and intimate work behaviors from the
management and lecturers will help provide the necessary
techniques to help aggrieved lecturers cope in tension-soaked
situations and sustain their jobs. Having developed in ranks and
status through academic exposure, these lecturers opt to public
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institutions where the management will keep the agreement’s
terms. They can also tarry in such challenging and unfavorable
conditions hoping to become part of the management team
sometime in the future by clinging on to some administrative
roles and positions such as heads of departments, deans, and
members of the senate and appraisal board. In other words, it is
the social or economic benefits from the work environment that
defines the position of the lecturer in the university.

In summary, these lecturers in private universities give and
receive from the system that determines their intent to stay or leave.
This belief gives credence to the hypothesized social exchange
theory. These thoughts of challenging conditions and uncertainties
in the universities bedevil the quest to stay. When there is the
perception of lack of trust, safety, and sense of belongingness from
the management, it spurs the individuals (lecturers) to struggle for
survival academically. Specifically, this struggle for survival is the
driving force that propels them to the summit of their career.

During an interview in a newspaper report (Premiumtimes,
December 1 Agency Reporting, 2016), the respondents indicated
an unfulfilled agreement (e.g., epileptic appraisal and promotion
process, irregular payment of salaries, poor welfare packages,
work entitlements, job insecurity, heavy work pressure/overload,
and poor academic infrastructures) created a sense of fear,
distrust, and imbalance in the employment exchange equation
and high turnover in privately owned universities. These lecturers
attributed these negative changes and uncertainties in private
universities to the management’s poor administrative and
leadership qualities. It creates and defines the regular pathway
that turnover intentions ply. Management needs to reintroduce
trust, honesty, and confidence to reform the perception of these
lecturers among their employees by redefining the purpose and
ideology of the university. By so doing, the management will
restore the reputation and integrity of these universities.

Limitations and Future Directions
The study noted drawbacks such as the focus on private
universities. As a result, the study paves the way for further
research possibilities to broaden knowledge at other private
institutions, i.e., polytechnics, and colleges of education
compared to government owned institutions. Literature has
suggested that the organizational climates between private and
public universities could differ due to their cultural variations.
Furthermore, we selected these private universities at random
from the country’s south-eastern region. Other researchers can
obtain a more reliable result with further investigations in this
area using samples drawn from the country’s six geo-political
zones. Again, the nature of this study did not give room to
determine causal effect among the variables.

CONCLUSION

This study expands on previous research by investigating the
moderating impacts of organizational climate variables on the

correlations between psychological contract breach and turnover
intentions. Experience and observation as insiders have shown us
that private universities in south-eastern Nigeria are drilling
grounds where young applicants who nurse the ambition of
becoming lecturers develop themselves for better lecturing
opportunities in public universities. These young employees
(lecturers), who often become assistant lecturers, strive to
create academic wisdom. They develop, equip, and enrich
themselves through teaching experiences, publications,
improved job status, educational programs, conferences,
workshops, and seminar presentations. After some years of
academic training, having nursed their intentions to leave,
they go to public universities for greener pastures with less
workload, better pay packages, job security, and a conducive
work/organizational environment. Private university authorities
are highly encouraged to be supportive and flexible with rules and
decisions affecting the welfare of lecturers. Lecturers need to feel
valued, and their opinions should be sought and incorporated
into decisions or policies.

In contrast, the organizational culture of in other parts of the
world differ significantly from Nigeria, as scholars envy private
universities for their academic pedigree, exploits, excellence, and
achievements in other parts of the world like Europe, Asia, and
American. Therefore, lecturers in private universities, particularly
those located in the southeast, strive to develop academic wise
and relocate to the public (federal and state) universities for
greener pastures where they feel satisfied, fulfilled, and above all
self-accomplished. This action is mainly due to flawed
management principles from private universities, leading to
many unfulfilled contracts with their employees.
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In China, cultivation of the craftsmanship spirit is strongly advocated, but little attention
is devoted to whether and how “working for the family” promotes heritage of this spirit.
A configuration model of family motivation and organizational learning is proposed and
expounded. Fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) was used to further
explore the conditional configuration. The results show that the fitting family motivation
to organizational learning is important for promoting heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.
There are two paths that promote efficient heritage of this spirit: the institution-led
path and the motivation-driven interpretation-led path. For the institution-led path, when
apprentices have strong institution learning ability, the anterior-cause condition involves
low family motivation, but this factor plays a weak role in promoting efficient heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit. In a configuration consisting of intuition, interpretation,
integration and institution, family motivation becomes irrelevant, which explains the
phenomenon that organizational learning behavior reinforcement leads to a lack of family
motivation. For the motivation-driven interpretation-led path, even without regular and
institutionalized learning behaviors in the organization, the core conditions of high family
motivation and high explanation learning, together with low intuition learning and low
integration learning, will promote efficient heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.

Keywords: family motivation, craftsmanship spirit, organizational learning, fsQCA, the institution-led path, the
motivation-driven interpretation-led path

INTRODUCTION

Ancient China is famous for its “four great inventions.” Craftsmanship has been passed down
from generation to generation, and many masterpieces have been created. Craftsmen have
cultivated and inherited the family-based traditional Chinese craftsmanship spirit, which has been
incorporated with more innovative elements and is being transformed toward industrialization
and marketization in modern industrial civilization. However, the pragmatic aspect of short-term
income poses a severe challenge to the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, generating a deficit in the
spirit in current Chinese industrial culture. Chinese tourists’ purchase of rice cookers, toilet seats
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and other commodities abroad reflects the deficiency of the
“craftsmanship spirit” in the Chinese manufacturing industry.
Since 2016, the term “craftsmanship spirit” has frequently
appeared in central government policy documents, and the
cultivation of the craftsmanship spirit has become the focus
of many scholars (Luo et al., 2020; Wang, 2020; Jin, 2021).
Craftsmanship spirit is a type of professional spirit; its
core content is workers’ unremitting pursuit of excellence in
their own work (Wang, 2020; Jin, 2021). Zhang noted that
the craftsmanship spirit is based on precision, patience and
perfection (Zhang and Cerdin, 2020). The relationship between
family background and work status is often discussed (Su and
He, 2020), However, the above literature ignores the effect of
working for the family on the development of individual spiritual
quality. To examine the relationship between family and the
craftsmanship spirit, it is necessary to adhere to the family-
oriented thinking and incorporate the current concept of matter,
so as to fully understand the craftsmanship spirit and its heritage.

With continuous improvements in prosocial motivation
theory (Grant, 2008), the academic circle has started to use
prosocial motivation to interpret employees’ work status and
mental outlook, which has prompted an understanding on
the effect of pro-family motivation on work performance
(Bolino and Grant, 2016). Prosocial motivation is a type of
willingness that allows an individual to devote themselves to
others (Tian et al., 2021), showing a positive effect in promoting
creativity and cultivating persistence (Grant, 2008). Miller et al.
(2012) explained the logic of this motivation in detail, i.e.,
producing behavioral outcomes through emotional and cognitive
processes. Both social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) and the
motivation-opportunity-ability (MOA) model (Blumberg and
Pringle, 1982) agree that an individual’s motivation and behavior
affect and interact with each other (Nijstad and De Dreu, 2012).
Organizational learning is a type of individual behavior pattern
and shows complex interaction with prosocial motivation, and
in the presence of strong motivation, organizational learning
behavior is naturally strengthened (Grant and Berry, 2011).
Family motivation, a special case of prosocial motivation (Menges
et al., 2016), is the willingness to work to support family life
and thus plays an important role in increasing work productivity
(Shao et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2019) and job loyalty and
decreasing turnover tendency (Tariq and Ding, 2018). Similarly, it
also interacts with organizational learning. From the perspective
of positive organizational behavior, pro-family learning objectives
improve persistence regarding learning tasks, while scholars
also recognize the view that “to learn better, give back to
the family”; after all, personal motivations are often rooted
in the family environment and are profoundly influenced by
family members (Barreto et al., 2014). From the perspective of
negative organizational behavior, family motivations can also
bring unintended consequences, including disloyal behaviors,
and even the violation of basic social and organizational ethics
for the benefit of family (Liu et al., 2020). These research results
can explain China’s lack of craftsmanship spirit today. To make
their family rich quickly, people can act disloyally in work
and even form a short-term profit-oriented work attitude and
exhibit speculative, immoral and unethical behaviors. In the

apprenticeship system that is born out of the family structure,
working for the family is one of the reasons craftsmen insist
on passing on skills (Nielson et al., 2001). Although in the
industrial age apprenticeship has evolved and its members are
not limited to family members (Son, 2016), the craftsman’s
view of family interests has not changed substantially. In
summary, in the workplace of apprenticeship, family motivation
can prompt craftsmen to maintain their craft, but the internal
mechanism by which family motivation promotes the heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit is still unclear. Moreover, given that
family motivation and organizational learning behavior affect
each other, does the combination of the two affect the heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit? If yes, then how? The mechanism by
which the craftsmanship spirit is inherited is unclear, and as a
configuration problem, it cannot be solved through traditional
regression analysis; fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis
(fsQCA) based on the logic of abduction should be used
(Du and Kim, 2021).

Thus, the apprenticeship system is selected to
comprehensively examine the configuration effect of the
combined factors of craftsman’s family motivation and
organizational learning in promoting the efficient heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit. Unlike previous studies, this study
provides more detailed interpretations in the following areas:
first, it validates that family motivation and organizational
learning constitute a complete cognitive learning system, which
is an important condition for the heritage of the craftsmanship
spirit of craftsmen; second, it challenges the conclusion of
previous studies that use family motivation as a single important
element; instead, it describes a variety of ways of promoting
the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit from the perspective
of fitting family motivation and organizational learning; and
third, it examines the complementary relationship between
family motivation and organizational learning behavior from the
perspective of reverse inhibitory factors.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

With the development of the times and the change in concepts,
craftsmen have been given new historical connotations, and in
the new era, the industrial boundary surrounding craftsmen
has been weakened, and occupational restrictions have been
broken; therefore, craftsmen include scientists in research
institutions, skilled personnel in enterprises and personnel in
public institutions. The stereotype of a craftsman reflects the
urgency of transformation in the study of the modern craftsman
and the necessity of attaching importance to the prosocial
motivation of craftsmen in the new era when analyzing their
perfectionism and perseverance.

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 2001) discussed
the dynamic relationship among intrapersonal influences, the
behavior individuals engage in and the environmental forces
impinge on. The three parties interacted as both cause and
effect, and there was a two-way interaction between every
two parties, which jointly promoted the emergence of another
behavior. Bandura (1986) also discussed observational learning
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in detail in social cognitive theory, which was used to explain the
problem of result reinforcement and behavior correction in the
process of individual learning, and emphasized the importance
of learning behavior to the results. According to social cognitive
theory, the apprentice’s craftsmanship spirit inheritance behavior
will be influenced by intrapersonal influences and the behavior
individuals engage in. Based on the above theory, combined
with organizational learning 4I framework (Crossan et al., 1999),
this paper puts forward the research framework fitting family
motivation to organizational learning (as shown in Figure 1), and
shows that the efficient inheritance of apprentice’s craftsmanship
spirit is the result of the interaction between family motivation
and organizational learning such as intuition, interpretation,
integration and institutionalization. It is a complete cognitive
learning system.

In recent years, family motivation and work input have
been extensively investigated (Grant and Berry, 2011; Menges
et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2019). In the presence of strong
family motivation, craftsmen connect important family values
and strengthen the self-awareness of family responsibility and
role model (Grant and Berry, 2011), which motivate them to
work hard and consistently. In fact, by regarding family roles
as an important part of identity, craftsmen devote more time to
work (Rothbard and Edwards, 2003), which is more conducive
to the cultivation of their craftsmanship spirit. According to the
theory of prosocial motivation, the joint effect of motivation and
behavior lead to outcomes (Su and He, 2020). In the study of
craftsman behavior, the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit is
inseparable from the influence of the master on the craftsman’s
intrinsic characteristics as well as from the craftsman’s talent in
“sensed” learning (Nielson et al., 2001), which, in teams with high
prosocial motivation, is more conducive to creating conditions
for learning from each other; therefore, a craftsman’s reflection
on work can be more thorough because the learning behavior has
become a key link in inheriting the craftsmanship spirit in the
apprenticeship system. Therefore, when analyzing the craftsman’s
heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, two factors should be
considered, i.e., the craftsman’s family motivation, which is
essentially the willingness to work for family wellbeing, and the
craftsman’s organizational learning behavior, which is manifested
in the craftsman’s cognition and understanding, interpretation
and dialog, knowledge internalization, and behavioral norms, etc.

Based on the above analyses, a configuration model is
proposed, as shown in Figure 1.

Craftsman’s Family Motivation
Everyone has a motivation to work. Family motivation is the
willingness to work for family (Menges et al., 2016), which is
the main work motivation of most people. Family motivation is
a type of eudemonism, which emphasizes the importance and
value of assuming family responsibility (Grant and Berry, 2011)
and exerting effort for the wellbeing of family members in terms
of growth, health, psychology and material providence. Among
them, the interests of family are the most powerful source of
value. Hence, family motivation is a family-associated prosocial
motivation.

Additionally, the influence of family motivation on a
craftsman’s work is a “double-edged sword,” affecting the heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit in different aspects. On the one hand,
when growing into various leadership roles, such as supervisor,
core worker, and master, a craftsman could be given special role
requirements by an organization as well as high expectations.
The organization hopes that craftsmen work whole-heartedly for
the organization, a hope that conflicts with the will of family
members who want more family time (Lapierre et al., 2012)
and thus leads to negative work performance (Stollberger et al.,
2019). In addition, a core connotation of family motivation is
that craftsmen regard work as a means of family support, which
leads to the pursuit of short-term economic gain and ultimately
undermines their sustained investment in work (Menges et al.,
2016). On the other hand, in traditional Chinese families, the
family concept of “be proud when working” prevails and fosters
the notion that work is a means of enhancing family status
and reputation; therefore, hard work essentially manifests as an
individual’s family responsibility (Greenhaus and Powell, 2006).
When working for the benefit of family members, craftsmen
strengthen their willingness to work hard for a long time due to
the deep blood tie to beneficiaries (Grant, 2007).

Craftsman’s Organizational Learning
In an apprenticeship system, craftsmen engage in learning
practices involving internalization, sharing and routinization,
whose learning mechanism follows the 4I framework of
organizational learning proposed by Crossan et al. (1999), which

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model.
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has implications for analyzing the heritage of the craftsmanship
spirit. The 4I framework includes four processes: intuition,
interpretation, integration and institutionalization. Crossan
emphasized that not all organizational learning could have the
four processes and that organizational learning could neither
strictly start from nor end at a certain process (Grant, 2007).

Specifically, the intuition is a subconscious process, and
the craftsman’s intuition involves “predicting the outcome of
behavior, setting goals, motivating oneself, and learning by
observing the behavior of the master” (Bandura, 1988; Wang
et al., 2017). Intuition occurs at the craftsman’s personal level.
When making the leap to the team level with the master as the
core, a craftsman shares his/her experience and skills with others
in a metaphorical way, so that the craftsman’s quality and skills
can be elevated to a higher level.

Interpretation is related to the refinement of intuitive insight,
and as Polanyi said, “comprehension requires an individual
to have perceptions of different difficulties.” In the learning
process of interpretation, a craftsman uses language to eliminate
differences with the master, forms an effective dialog process with
team members, including the master, and establishes exchange
and learning activities in the forms of seminars, lectures, and
meetings, enabling the craftsmanship spirit to propagate from the
individual to the team.

The integration is a collective cognitive process with the
craftsman as the core, through which the craftsmanship
spirit permeates throughout the team. Thus, the mutual
adjustment and collaboration of group members are
particularly important. Through interactions with others,
the craftsman shares knowledge while generating new ideas
(Aponte and Zapata, 2013).

The institutionalization takes place at the organizational level.
Organizations have their own framework, inertia, and strategy.
When embedded in the organization, the apprenticeship work
model provides organizational guarantees for the heritage of
the craftsmanship spirit; therefore, spontaneous individual and
team learning is no longer the mainstream style (Grant, 2007),
and compliance with organizational norms becomes the basic
law for the presence of apprenticeship. However, organizational
norms are constantly adjusted as the organization develops, and
therefore, the organizational diagnostic system plays the core
role. Once adjusted, the organization must be present in a certain
institutional framework for a long time until the next change
occurs. Such a stable organizational and institutionalized learning
guarantees the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.

Fitting Craftsman’s Family Motivation to
Organizational Learning
In the apprenticeship system, craftsmen are the core of the
heritage of the craftsmanship spirit. They receive training, abide
by the rules, learn the skills and characters of the master, and
then pass the skills and characters to their own apprentices.
From the perspective of family motivation, the heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit can be considered from the following three
aspects. First, the expectations of family members will enhance
craftsman’s family motivation. When a craftsman’s work can

benefit the family and elevate the family in terms of reputation
and income, family members could be proud of the craftsman’s
skills and work, which, when perceived by the craftsman,
could make him/her more passionate about, determined and
committed to work (Greenhaus and Powell, 2006) and to
continue his/her work and further form a correct work ethic.
Second, the family responsibility will enhance craftsman’s family
motivation as well, which is another reason that motivates a
craftsman to improve his/her skills. When feeling that family
members depend on him/her, the craftsman can strengthen
his/her sense of family responsibility (Morrison and Phelps, 1999;
Nijstad and De Dreu, 2012), which makes him/her work hard
and persistently to elevate the family status. Menges et al. (2016)
described this phenomenon in terms of meaningfulness and
argued that family motivation creates a sense of meaningfulness
and that employees work more persistently and more smartly
by enhancing their enthusiasm toward work. Third, the learning
behavior is inspired by family motivation. Previous studies have
shown that family support policies can promote employees’
work-related learning behavior (Loon et al., 2012), resulting in a
more enthusiastic working state (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi,
2000), which explains the two dimensions that stimulate more
work activity, i.e., family motivation and learning behavior. The
more general logic is that the combination of family motivation
and learning behavior is the basis for improving a craftsman’s
cognitive and professional abilities, which are the key elements
in forming the “knowledge difference” between the master and
the apprentice. In the apprenticeship system, it is the precisely
the “knowledge difference” between the master and the craftsman
that leads to the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.

Whether family motivation can promote the heritage of
the craftsmanship spirit also depends on the craftsman’s
organizational learning behavior. According to Amabile’s (1988)
componential theory of creativity, to have creativity, employees
require a long and self-reinforcing learning so that they can
acquire creativity-related knowledge, skills and characters.
Similarly, the cross-level emergence theory of human capital
resources also proves this view, i.e., the organization-level
constructs and phenomena originate from and are affected
by low-level psychological and behavioral mechanisms (Abell
et al., 2008), and the emergence of a phenomenon is the
result of the members’ continuous interactions to adapt to the
situation (Ployhart and Moliterno, 2011). The emergence of the
craftsmanship spirit is a process that organizes the enlightenment
of first-line craftsmen, the internalization of master and
apprentice, sharing among mid-level organizations and
departments, and commitment and recognition of leadership.
The emergence and transmission process of the craftsmanship
spirit, as a special human capital resource, cannot do without
the master’s motivation factors nor the apprentice’s learning
elements. Therefore, for craftsmen, family motivation plays an
important role in promoting the heritage of the craftsmanship
spirit. However, to facilitate the passing on of the craftsmanship
spirit, family motivation needs to fit the organizational learning
behavior, in which the configuration effect of the two is more
crucial. There is a multiple fitting relationship between family
motivation and organizational learning behavior.
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Family motivation is one of the forces that drive a
craftsman to engage in work. As a learner, craftsmen can
interpret and learn the knowledge and character of the master
from intuition, complete knowledge integration in a series of
interactive behaviors and inherit the craftsmanship spirit by
means of institutionalization. However, craftsman’s initiative
will be affected by organizational learning as well. Noe (1988)
examined craftsman’s initiative and noted that a craftsman’s
personality, gender, interactive relationship, and other factors
have a certain influence on the craftsman’s work acceptance
and that the craftsman’s active learning can be recognized
by the master. de Janasz and Godshalk (2013) verified that
E-mentoring was positively associated with protégés’ learning.
The higher the frequency of interactive learning with tutors was,
the better the learning effect would be. Ghosh (2014) argued that
a high learning goal orientation is beneficial for promoting a
craftsman’s active learning behavior while enriching the master-
apprentice relationship.

Family motivation with high family goals based on a sense
of family responsibility and role model, as a learning goal
orientation, can reduce a craftsman’s self-interest oriented
immoral behavior (Menges et al., 2016) and make the craftsman
explore new knowledge, develop new skills, and take on new
tasks without fear. Certainly, individual learning goal orientation
with family as the core and starting point often fits subsequent
individual active learning, and the process of passing on the
craftsmanship spirit from master to craftsman includes a series
of dynamic processes in which the craftsman establishes correct
goal orientation and engages in organizational learning. The
4I framework of organizational learning explains the learning
behavior of craftsmen from the individual level to team level;
it affirms not only the process of learning behavior but also
the combination of learning willingness and learning behavior
while showing the possibility of combining learning motivation
and learning behavior. In the field of organizational learning,
which is based on the dualistic relationship between master
and apprentice, the academic circle lacks investigations of the
combination of learning motivation and behavior; after all,
organizational learning processes are very diverse (Crossan et al.,
2011). In summary, in terms of promoting the heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit, fitting family motivation to organizational
learning presents a variety of combinations, each of which
contains a certain theoretical value.

Relationship Between the Lack of Family
Motivation and the Strengthening of
Organizational Learning Behavior
Various scholars, e.g., Menges et al. (2016) and Zhang et al.
(2019), described the reverse effect of family motivation from
different perspectives, i.e., family motivation can also inhibit
improvements in work performance and creativity. Zhang et al.
(2019) even argued that family motivation originated from family
role models and that the establishment of a special family identity
can result in more autonomy, leading to different outcomes.
Under different situations, family motivation is not critical
to work outcomes, especially when other factors play greater

roles. According to a study on social learning theory, leaders
who set an example through their own learning behavior can
stimulate employees’ prosocial motivation (Crossan et al., 1999;
Su and He, 2020) and family motivation. In the context of the
apprenticeship system, craftsmen can subtly comprehend the
master’s learning habits and behaviors and use the example of
the master to pass on learning behaviors to future apprentices.
In this process, learning behavior plays a leading role and thus a
greater role in promoting the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.
The reinforcement of learning behavior could lead to a loss of
family motivation. In other words, when organizational learning
behavior plays a greater role in promoting the efficient heritage of
the craftsmanship spirit, family motivation becomes irrelevant.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

To effectively analyze the mechanism by which the craftsmanship
spirit is inherited, it is necessary to rationally select research
sites and objects. Given that the longer is a craftsman’s work
experience, the more profound the craftsman’s understanding of
family and work, in this study, craftsmen within the new era
with more than 10 years of apprentice experience were selected as
subjects for a questionnaire survey, and the questionnaire survey
and an in-depth interview were conducted at the workplace of
the apprenticeship.

The fsQCA was adopted in this study. In 1987, Ragin
proposed the research paradigm of qualitative comparative
analysis (QCA). In his subsequent works, he introduced in detail
three methods, i.e., crisp set qualitative comparative analysis
(csQCA), multivalue set qualitative analysis (mvQCA), and
fsQCA (Ragin, 2008; Rihoux and Ragin, 2009). The QCA method
describes a multiple concurrent causality that is non-linear and
non-probabilistic and emphasizes that different combinations
of antecedent conditions can lead to the same outcome, and
the combination of conditions is complex and diverse. QCA
is a useful tool for analyzing the complexity of causality and
used to evaluate very complex configuration causes and generate
different combinations of antecedents for the same outcome.

The reasons for using fsQCA to study the configuration
problem of craftsman learning in an apprenticeship system
are as follows. (1) Mainstream quantitative analyses have been
focused on the analysis of net effects at the variable level and
overlooked solving the problem of combining interdependent
antecedents (Porfírio et al., 2019). Multiple factors prompt
the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, and the outcome of
the multiprocess joint action of craftsmanship mentality and
behavior and the combination effect of condition factors can be
analyzed through fsQCA. (2) The conditions for the efficient
heritage of the craftsmanship spirit are multiple, concurrent
and interdependent rather than independent, to which QCA,
as a configuration perspective, provides a better solution.
Additionally, the data collected using Likert scales are all
continuous variables, and the fsQCA can solve the problems
of degree changes in and membership degree of continuous
variables. (3) The apprenticeship system is the best case for
observing the mechanism by which the craftsmanship spirit is
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inherited. Successful and solid “apprenticeship system” work
modes are relatively rare. Because the sample size is small, the
collected data do not support traditional multivariate statistical
analysis methods, such as regression analysis and structural
equation modeling, but fsQCA has a unique advantage in
analyzing cases with a small sample size.

Questionnaire Design and Data Analyses
To better interpret the combined effect of family motivation
and organizational learning, it is necessary to establish
measurement indicators for antecedent variables (Table 1)
to quantitatively analyze them. Family motivation was measured
using the scale by Mengns and Zhang, which includes two
core indicators of the five indicators from the perspective
of craftsman and family, i.e., “the craftsman cares about
and supports the family” and “The family benefits from
the craftsman’s work.” The 4I framework of organizational
learning was measured using the Crossan “input/outcome”
variables, of which the measurement indicators of the
intuition include experience, image, and metaphor, those
of the interpretation include language and cognition, those
of the integration process include collective knowledge,
mutual adjustment, and interactive system, and those of
the institutionalization include routine, diagnostic, and
regular procedures.

In the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, craftsmen
play a “inherit the past and enlighten the future” role in
an apprenticeship system; therefore, when measuring the
heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, both the comprehensive
summary of the connotations of the craftsmanship spirit and
the accurate expression of “heritage” should be considered,
which were measured through four indicators in this study,
i.e., “the propagation of perfectionism,” “the cultivation
and dissemination of lifelong pursuit of accomplishment,”
“the comprehension and teaching of continuous innovation
momentum,” and “the cultivation and penetration of an attitude
of professionalism and responsibility.” Based on the above
indicators, a survey questionnaire, written in plain and easy-to-
understand language, was designed, and a five-point Likert scale
was used for scoring.

A total of 32 craftsmen responded to the questionnaire survey
and were interviewed, from which relevant information was
also collected. First, in the unstructured face-to-face interview,
various issues, such as job description, family history, work-
family relationship, the influence of family attitude on work,
communication with the master, and communication with the
team, were included. Second, during the questionnaire survey,
each respondent received instructions regarding the items on the
questionnaire so that the subjects could respond based on their
own perception of the work situation; each item received a score
of 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5, in descending order. After collating the interview
content, the questionnaires were labeled to match the interviews
to facilitate the analysis. Third, information related to each
craftsman’s development and cultivation, including government
policy documents and regulations in the region where the
craftsman lived, corporate policies and regulatory documents,
etc., was collected.

Data Aggregation
The data pertaining to the condition and outcome variables were
collected using a Likert scale. Before the data analysis, the data
were aggregated. The data pertaining to secondary indicators are
often averaged to generate the measurement data (Sharma and
Srinivas Rao, 2000; Roig-Tierno et al., 2016; Sun et al., 2020),
which is effective and thus was also adopted in this study, i.e.,
the data reflecting the condition and outcome variables were
processed using the averaging method.

Calibration of Conditions and Outcomes
Calibration is the process of assigning a set membership score
to cases (Schneider and Wageman, 2012). The calibration
of a variable to a set requires a sufficient theoretical basis
and external knowledge standards, and three critical values,
i.e., complete membership, intersection and complete non-
membership, should set up. The value range of the set
membership after calibration is [0,1]. Based on the actual
situation of the data and combined with the recommended value
by Tosmana software, the intersection can be comprehensively
determined. Du and Kim (2021) analyzed three techniques to
determine which qualitative anchors to use for scale measures.
Based on the percentile breakpoints, it is one of calibration to
be employed when substantive knowledge about scale anchors
is unavailable (De Crescenzo et al., 2020). Because the study of
the craftsmanship spirit still lacks a mature theoretical system,
in this study, anchors, i.e., complete membership, intersection
and complete non-membership, were chosen based on the
recommendations of previous studies, e.g., Fiss (2011),Andrews
et al. (2016), and Son (2016). The anchor values were determined
based on the 75, 50 and 25% quantiles of the sample data and are
shown in Table 1.

Necessary Condition Analysis
If a certain condition is always accompanied with the heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit, then this condition is deemed a
necessary condition for the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.
The necessary condition is a superset of outcomes and may be
simplified in the parsimonious solution of the “logical remainder
term” (Rihoux and Ragin, 2009), making the combination
of conditions not comprehensive enough. Therefore, when
performing configuration analysis, it is necessary to conduct
necessary condition analysis on each condition first; the analysis
results are shown in Table 2. In the necessary condition test of
the efficient heritage, the consistency value for each condition

TABLE 1 | Calibration anchor for each variable.

Variable Complete
membership

Intersection Complete
non-membership

Family motivation (FAMOT) 4.99 4.50 4.00

Intuition (INTU) 4.99 4.72 4.51

Interpretation (INTP) 4.99 4.50 3.88

Integration (INTG) 4.91 4.70 3.98

Institutionalization (INST) 4.99 4.33 4.00

Craftsmanship spirit (GJJS) 4.99 4.58 4.00
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is below 0.9, indicating that each condition is not a necessary
condition for the efficient heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.

Sufficient Condition Analysis
Sufficiency analysis assessed whether the configuration of
condition is a subset of the outcome set (Crilly et al., 2012).
Schneider and Wageman (2012) pointed out that the consistency
level in adequacy analysis should not be below 0.75, while
the frequency threshold depends on the sample size. In this
study, the original consistency level value was set to 0.80, the
frequency threshold was set to 1, and the proportional reduction
in inconsistency (PRI) level was set to 0.70. As suggested by
Fiss (2011), the configuration analysis results are presented in
graphical form (core conditions are present or absent , and
peripheral conditions are present or absent ; a blank space is
inserted where the presence or absence of conditions does not
matter) to more clearly show the importance of each condition in
the combination.

Table 3 presents the four configurations that generate efficient
heritage, and the consistency of each configuration as well as the
consistency of each solution are greater than 0.75, the standard
value for consistency. Because H1a, H1b are and H1c have the
same core conditions, the three configurations are viewed as
the same path for the generation of efficient heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit, i.e., H1. The path with family motivation
as the core condition is H2. Among the four configurations
for the efficient heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, the overall
consistency value is 0.771, indicating that the heritage of 77.1% of
the craftsmanship spirit is at a high level, and the overall coverage
rate is 0.952, i.e., all configurations can explain 95.2% of the cases.

The theorization of configuration requires the designation
of each configuration (Son, 2016), and paths H1 and H2
are, respectively, designated as institutionalization-led and
motivation-driven interpretation-led configurations.

(1) Institutionalization-led configuration–In the three
configurations of this path, the high level of institutionalization
is the core condition. In the cases covered by the three
configurations, the presence of a set of mature mentoring work

TABLE 2 | Analysis of necessary conditions.

Condition variable Outcome variable

Efficient
inheritance

Non-
efficient

inheritance

High family motivation (fs_FAMOT) 0.814286 0.462604

Non-high family motivation (∼fs_FAMOT) 0.411538 0.688889

High intuition (fs_INTU) 0.761538 0.452524

Non-high intuition (∼fs_INTU) 0.467033 0.603516

High interpretation (fs_INTP) 0.665385 0.458796

Non-high interpretation (∼fs_INTP) 0.499451 0.697112

High integration (fs_INTG) 0.752198 0.404040

Non-high integration (∼fs_INTG) 0.448901 0.819380

High institutionalization (fs_INST) 0.849451 0.464493

Non-high institutionalization (∼fs_INST) 0.301594 0.833333

rules in the company is the common feature, which includes
the master selection conditions and procedures, the assessment
system for the master and apprentices, incentives for the master
and apprentices, craftsman promotion rules, etc. Notably, in
a workplace with the institutionalization-led configuration,
most cases also mention the incentive measures and welfare
measures for craftsman’s family members, further confirming the
importance of family motivation.

The presence of a high level of institutionalization in
configuration H1a plays a central role, and the presence of non-
high family motivation and non-high intuition and the absence
of non-high interpretation jointly play a supporting role. H1a
shows that family motivation has an impact on the heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit, although the impact is small; it
requires concerted actions together with high institutionalization,
non-high intuition, and non-high interpretation to achieve its
due effect. Additionally, this configuration indicates that the
integrative and interactive learning system with craftsmen as
the core has no effect on the heritage of the craftsmanship
spirit. This configuration covers two cases, and the cases show
that craftsmen generally like the skills and knowledge of the
master, often think about the gap between themselves and the
master, abide by the organization’s laws and regulations, and
are relatively familiar with the organizational system but also
lack verbal communication, with almost no communication
between craftsmen and other colleagues; this mainly manifests as
the absence of verbal expression, dialog and cognitive creation
with other colleagues, indicating the absence of non-high
interpretation in these cases. Moreover, aside from sophisticated
institutional rules, craftsmen at work also consider family
factors while attaching importance to achieving their own work
goals, indicating that in the absence of dialog with other
colleagues, craftsmen compensate through the joint action of
the high institutional construction of the organization, family
motivational incentives and target incentives.

The presence of high institutionalization in configuration H1b
also plays a core role, while the presence of non-high family
motivation and non-high integration as well as the absence of
non-high interpretation play a supporting role. Obviously, the
integrative learning in this configuration is alternative to the
intuitive learning in the H1a configuration and, together with
the three remaining conditions, promote the efficient heritage
of the craftsmanship spirit. Further comparison reveals that
both integrative learning and intuitive learning are the core
learning processes of craftsmen, of which integrative learning
emphasizes team collective interactions with craftsmen as the
core, while intuitive learning emphasizes the goal orientation,
skills and experience dissemination of individual craftsmen. This
configuration covers two cases, and one case is shared with
H1a. The cases show that first, craftsmen can be independent,
start to train their own apprentice craftsmen, and have a certain
degree of confidence in their work, with the master allowing the
craftsman to handle important tasks; second, craftsmen enjoy
work and are good at integrating learning, i.e., they have friendly
exchanges with masters and other personnel, work together
to complete tasks, are willing to share experiences with other
members of the team, and put themselves within a system of
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TABLE 3 | Configuration model of inheritance of the craftsmanship spirit.

Condition variable Efficient inheritance Non-efficient inheritance

H1 H2 NH1

H1a H1b H1c H2

Family motivation (FAMOT)

Intuition (INTU)

Interpretation (INTP)

Integration (INTG)

Institutionalization (INST)

Consistency 0.960 0.876 0.989 0.969 0.956

Coverage 0.652 0.169 0.467 0.472 0.818

Unique coverage 0.181 0.033 0.040 0.046 0.818

Overall consistency 0.771 0.956

Overall coverage 0.952 0.818

Core conditions are present or absent , and peripheral conditions are present or absent ; a blank space is inserted where the presence or absence of conditions
does not matter.

mutual help; last, they shoulder the dual responsibilities of family
and work, and the affirmation of their work by their family
members and the satisfaction of their achievements at work
are the driving forces for them to continue to work hard and
perfect their already superb skills. In short, a craftsman being
entrusted with tasks early in employment and the craftsman’s
work and family being valued by the organization (there is
a unique incentivization measure in the exampled companies;
when an employee shows outstanding performance and becomes
a team leader, i.e., assume the master role, the employee’s
family was awarded 50,000 yuan) demonstrate the importance
of institutional construction while highlighting the necessity of
incentivizing craftsman’s family members.

In the H1c configuration, which covers six cases, the presence
of high institutionalization is the core condition, while the
presence of non-high intuition, non-high interpretation and
non-high integration are peripheral conditions. The analysis
of this configuration indicates that first, the craftsmen in the
cases have high learning and comprehension abilities and fully
devote themselves to work, with some craftsmen immersing
themselves in work, i.e., “workaholics” (Clark et al., 2014).
Second, they do not pay too much attention to things outside of
work, including promotion, personal intercourse, etc., and some
craftsmen disregard family members’ feelings and exhibit non-
prosocial behaviors, leading to frequent work-family conflicts. It
is also found that when craftsmen begin their apprenticeship,
there is often discord in the mentor-apprentice relationship.
However, with time, these craftsmen gradually blend into the
team. In short, these craftsmen fully devote themselves to
work and do not care about others’ opinions, with strong self-
awareness, and they sometimes neglect family and interpersonal
relations and thus are typical “work-centered” employees.

(2) Motivation-driven interpretation-led configuration–In
configuration H2, the presence of high family motivation and
high interpretation plays a central role while that of non-high
intuition and non-high integration plays a peripheral role. This
configuration covers six cases, and the average work experience

of the involved craftsmen is 12.5 years, which is significantly
shorter than that of craftsmen in other cases, indicating that
craftsmen work mainly for the purpose of “raising a family”
and are still in the growth stage in terms of understanding their
work, skills, and professionalism. The results of the analysis
indicate that the configuration of high family motivation and
high interpretation as the core conditions is conductive to the
family. Furthermore, for these craftsmen, their immediate family
members, relatives and friends are proud of their reputation,
job title and pay. Therefore, they can receive support from their
family. Meanwhile, apprentices who have gained family support
and approval are further motivated, with increased feeling of
happiness; they use family members’ opinions, comments, and
attitudes as an important criteria for career choices. However,
exceptional professional skills often make these craftsmen single-
skilled, which not only makes them very difficult to engage in
other occupations, but also becomes one of the reasons that the
craftsmen can do the same job diligently.

The craftsmen in these cases are good at communicating
and building their own social network while humbly asking
their masters for advice. They are also willing to establish
a self-centered work network, but due to a lack of prestige
and experience, their learning behavior remains at the
personal level. Overall, craftsmen with motivation-driven
interpretation-led configurations attach importance to both
family factors and dialog with the outside world, but an
excessively flexible working style often makes them not attentive
to institutional constructs by not being bound by organizational
framework and inertia.

In addition, the configuration of non-efficient heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit, i.e., the NH1 configuration, is also analyzed,
and the results show that the absence of high family motivation
and high institutionalization leads to the emergence of non-
efficient heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, which, from the
perspective of reverse inhibitory factors, proves the importance of
the combined effect of family motivation and institutionalization
on the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit.
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DISCUSSION

Conclusion
The promotion of efficient heritage of the craftsmanship spirit
requires a series of combined conditions. Based on social
cognitive theory, the inheritance process of craftsmanship spirit
is limited to the perspective of the interaction between individual
cognition and behavior. This study investigates craftsmen
in apprenticeships, validates the fitting relations in the 4I
framework of family motivation and organizational learning, and
obtains two paths for promoting the efficient heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit (containing four configurations). This study
comprehensively analyses the condition combinations of the two
paths and the cases covered by each path to reveal the black box
of the relationship between family motivation and heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit.

The use of configurations and fsQCA reveals in the
apprenticeship workplace. There are four configurations
that can promote the inheritance of apprentice craftsman
spirit and can form two fitting paths: institutionalization-led
path and motivation-driven interpretation-led path. In the
institutionalization-led path, the institutionalized learning
all appear in three configurations. When both high family
motivation and low explanation appear (H1a, H1b), intuition
and integration will have the same effect on efficient inheritance.
This shows that an organization’s own management framework,
inertia and strategy are not only institutional guarantees in
apprenticeship systems but also environmental guarantees
for craftsmen to work attentively, without disruption. To
cultivate and pass on the craftsmanship spirit, enterprises should
strengthen institutional constructs at the organization level. The
results of the H1c configuration show that when organizational
learning behavior plays a significant role, family motivation
is irrelevant. Although this study mainly focuses on fitting
family motivation to organizational learning, the irrelevance of
family motivation revealed in this configuration can explain the
heritage path of the craftsmanship spirit “workaholic” craftsmen
from another perspective and reflect the important role of
organizational learning behavior in enhancing craftsman’s work
attitude and enthusiasm, while verifying the presence of the
phenomenon that “reinforcing learning behavior may lead to a
lack of family motivation.”

In the motivation-driven interpretation-led path, due to the
lack of institutionalized learning, high family motivation and
high explanation will become more obvious. They form a new
conditional configuration together with intuition and integration
as peripheral conditions. In the configuration of non-efficient
inheritance, with the absence of interpretation and integration,
low family motivation and low institutionalized learning are the
core conditions. Together with low intuition, they lead to the
result of non-efficient inheritance.

Theoretical Contribution
In previous studies, family motivation is used as a single
influencing factor for active work (Shao et al., 2017; Umrani
et al., 2019; Erum et al., 2021), rather than considering family

motivation as a configuration. Relative to existing studies,
this study examines the fitting relationship between family
motivation and organizational learning behavior and has made
the following contributions.

First, regarding heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, the
most important theoretical contribution of this study proposes
a cognitive learning system to explain the inheritance of
craftsmanship spirit and to verify a fitting relationship between
family motivation and organizational learning. It is well
established that family motivation makes work more valuable
(Rosso et al., 2010). Based on the above conclusion, this study
further verifies a fitting relationship between family motivation
and organizational learning, and an important role that plays
in promoting the efficient inheritance of craftsmanship spirit.
There is a configuration effect in family motivation and 4I
(intuition, interpretation, integration, and institutionalization)
learning behavior (Grant, 2007). These factors work together to
promote the efficient heritage of the craftsmanship spirit in the
apprenticeship system.

Second, there are multiple fitting relationships between
family motivation and organizational learning behavior, and
the theoretical value contained in each of the relationships has
opened up a new perspective for the study of the heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit. By using the configuration-based fsQCA,
this study assesses various combination conditions that promote
craftsman’s heritage of the craftsmanship spirit and reveals the
effective paths for heritage by craftsmen with different personality
characters. The findings of this study help answer the question
of how craftsmen with different family motivation levels can
efficiently inherit the craftsmanship spirit. Specifically, this study
explains not only how craftsmen with high family motivation
effectively inherit the craftsmanship spirit but also why craftsmen
with low willingness regarding “working for the family” can also
inherit the craftsmanship spirit efficiently.

Management Implications
In the Chinese context of advocating the craftsmanship spirit, the
work mode of the apprenticeship system needs to be promoted
vigorously. Increasingly more scholars have begun to analyze
the heritage of the craftsmanship spirit from the perspective
of organizational behavior. This study investigates how family
motivation stimulates craftsman’s work enthusiasm, which also
has management implications. First, family motivation helps
promote attentive and dedicated work by craftsmen. Certainly,
traditional incentives for craftsmen, e.g., promotions, rewards,
pay raises, etc., can help craftsmen develop better work styles,
and other initiatives that focus on rewarding craftsman’s family
members, such as “dedicated to work and family,” “work/family
balance,” and “company is a family,” should be valued by the
company and implemented. Second, humanistic care centered on
family members should be strengthened. A company’s assistance
in medical care, schooling, and employment of craftsman’s family
members could enable craftsmen to be more dedicated to work
and help cultivate loyalty to the company. Third, enterprises
should refine policies based on the personalities of different
craftsmen and accordingly implement categorized management.
The learning trajectory and attitude toward work of craftsmen
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with different personalities or in different work environments
differ. For example, for “workaholic” craftsmen, the motivation of
work itself should be strengthened, and for craftsmen with strong
family motivation, incentives of recognition, material rewards or
other necessary help for family members should be strengthened.

Limitations
This study also has some limitations, and some conclusion need
further verification. For example, when analyzing craftsman’s
family motivation and organizational learning, this study did
not investigate mentoring relationships and affection between
the master and apprentice, but in the apprenticeship system, the
role of the master may be crucial in determining a craftsman’s
family motivation and increase his or her organizational learning
ability. Therefore, in the study of craftsman’s family motivation
and learning abilities, the inclusion of the master-apprentice
relationship as a moderating variable is an issue worthy of
further investigation. In addition, when examining the role of
family motivation and organizational learning ability in the
heritage of the craftsmanship spirit, personality should not be
ignored. The configuration analysis results of this study have
revealed the influencing pattern of the individual personality
of each craftsman on family motivation, and with a weakened
family motivation triggered by each individual’s personality,
individual personality can promote the efficient heritage of the
craftsmanship spirit. Therefore, the space for the study of the
relationship between family motivation and the craftsmanship
spirit can be further expanded by studying the underlying
micromechanisms.
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This study draws on the substitutes for leadership theory to investigate the association
of strengths-based leadership with employee turnover intention and the mediating role
of felt obligation for constructive change and the moderating role of job control in the
linkage. Data were collected using a three-wave survey from a sample of 317 employees
working in a variety of enterprises in China. The multiple regression analyses with
bootstrapping procedure were utilized to examine the proposed hypotheses. The results
indicate that strengths-based leadership negatively relates to turnover intention and felt
obligation for constructive change partially mediates the relationship between strengths-
based leadership and turnover intention. Furthermore, job control, acting as a substitute
for strengths-based leadership, negatively moderates the indirect relationship between
strengths-based leadership and turnover intention via felt obligation for constructive
change. This study contributes to the literature of strengths-based leadership and
the substitutes for leadership theory by enhancing our understanding of the effect of
job control.

Keywords: strengths-based leadership, felt obligation for constructive change, job control, turnover intention,
substitutes for leadership theory

INTRODUCTION

According to a report released by 51JOBS, China’s largest human resource service provider, the
overall Chinese employee turnover rate in 2021 was 18.8% and the voluntary turnover rate
reached 14.1%, which are much higher than other countries. Frequent staff turnover entails
costs to organizations, increases loss of tacit knowledge and social capital, and can trigger other
employees’ emotional instability and turnover contagion within the organization (Heavey et al.,
2013; Itzchakov et al., 2022). Hence, it is important to clarify the factors influencing Chinese
employee turnover and reduce their turnover intention. Turnover intention, defined as the
possibility that an employee will leave the employing institution and seek other job opportunities
(Mobley, 1977), is the strongest single predictor of actual turnover (Hom et al., 2012). A recent
meta-analysis argued that leaders are particularly valuable to employee retention (Rubenstein
et al., 2018). Prior studies have shown that many leadership styles, such as ethical leadership
(Demirtas and Akdogan, 2015) and transformational leadership (Oh and Chhinzer, 2021), can
effectively reduce employee turnover intention. However, there remains a dearth of literature on
the relationship between strengths-based leadership and employee turnover intention.
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Strengths-based leadership represents a positive leadership
style that leaders seek to promote the identification, development,
and deployment of strengths in their own and their followers
in order to improve individual and organizational performance
(Ding and Yu, 2021b). Extant study has demonstrated that
strengths-based leadership encourages employees to use their
own strengths at work (Ding and Yu, 2021a), so as to
improve their task performance (Ding et al., 2020) and
innovative behaviors (Ding and Yu, 2020a) and contribute to
employee psychological well-being (Ding and Yu, 2021b). These
findings provide promising evidence for the relationship between
strengths-based leadership and employee turnover intention.
Indeed, a 2-year case study of St Lucie Medical Center in
Florida indicated that properly leveraging top leaders’ and
employees’ strengths can significantly reduce attrition rate and
increase employee engagement and job satisfaction (Burkus,
2011). In addition, a study based on 7 industries in 45 countries
showed that strengths interventions can reduce turnover by
26- to 72-point in high-turnover organizations and by 6- to
16-point in low-turnover organizations (Rigoni and Asplund,
2016). Unfortunately, few empirical studies have examined
whether strengths-based leadership can affect employee turnover
intention and the potential mechanisms accounting for this
relationship are underdeveloped. Therefore, we aim to redress
these gaps by proposing a moderated mediation model regarding
strengths-based leadership and turnover intention.

Substitutes for leadership theory are a theoretical framework
developed on the basis of path-goal theory to explain the
contingency relationship between leadership behaviors
and outcome variables, which are distinguished from other
leadership contingency theories by highlighting the importance
of situational factors (Kerr and Jermier, 1978). Based on the
substitutes for leadership theory, individual characteristics
affected by leader behavior (e.g., subordinate professional
orientation) can transmit the influence or importance of
the leader behavior on some performance or consequence
(Dionne et al., 2002). Felt obligation for constructive change
is an individual proactive psychological state, which reflects a
willingness to put more effort into the work, as well as bring
about improvement and new procedures and correct broader
problems (Fuller and Hester, 2010). It can be considered as
such an individual characteristic (Fuller and Hester, 2010).
Specifically, when employees perceive that their leaders give
them more autonomy to deploy their strengths at work, their
need for autonomy can be fulfilled (Kong and Ho, 2016).
The increased job autonomy can lead individuals to believe
that their work product is a function of their own decisions
and efforts, thus enhancing their feeling of obligation for
their work product (Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Ding and
Yu, 2021b) and ultimately forming greater intrinsic work
motivation, greater job satisfaction, and greater concern about
the quality of their work (Fuller and Hester, 2010). Hence, it is
feasible to expect that strengths-based leadership has a negative
association with employee turnover intention via felt obligation
for constructive change.

Additionally, study has also pointed that the
effectiveness of leadership depends on work characteristics

(Wang and Cheng, 2010; Ding and Yu, 2020a). Job control as an
important work characteristic is defined as the extent to which
a job gives employees substantial freedom, independence, and
discretion in scheduling and performing their job (Hackman,
1976). According to Yperen and Hagedoorn (2003), enhancing
job control cannot only reduce work stress, but also increase
employee intrinsic work motivation. As such, we expect job
control to act as a moderator of the relationship between
strengths-based leadership and felt obligation for constructive
change. Substitutes for leadership theory argue that certain
organizational characteristics (i.e., characteristics of the
organization, the subordinate, and the task) can substitute or
neutralize the effects of the leader’s behaviors (Kerr and Jermier,
1978). Higher levels of job control positively affect employee felt
obligation for constructive change in that job control provides
freedom, independence, and discretion to employees on their
day-to-day job, leading to a greater satisfaction with the need
for autonomy and job experience (Frank and David, 2001),
which helps shape their feeling of obligation (Hackman and
Oldham, 1980). Therefore, we expect that job control will act as
a substitute for strengths-based leadership, such that the direct
relationship of strengths-based leadership with felt obligation for
constructive change and the indirect relationship of strengths-
based leadership with turnover intention via felt obligation for
constructive change will be weaker under higher, rather than
lower, levels of job control.

Taken together, this study offers three contributions to
previous literature on the strengths-based leadership and
turnover intention. First, by presenting felt obligation for
constructive change as a mediator of strengths-based leadership,
we extend the works by Ding and Yu (2020a) and Ding and
Quan (2021) on how individual characteristics transmit the
influence or importance of strengths-based leadership behaviors
on some performance or consequence, providing a new insight
into the psychological mechanism underlying the relationship
between strengths-based leadership and turnover intention. In
doing so, we address the call from Dionne et al. (2002) to advance
the substitutes for leadership theory by examining indirect
leader effects that may be mediated by substitutes. Second, in
contrast to other leadership theories, substitutes for leadership
theory recognize the role of followers in the leadership process
(Mostafa, 2018). By assessing whether employees’ job control
may substitute the role of strengths-based leadership in the
relationships among strengths-based leadership, felt obligation
for constructive change, and turnover intention, this study
attempts to expand the literature on substitutes for leadership
theory, highlights the potential role of job control as an
important boundary condition of strengths-based leadership,
and helps to find a way through which organization can
enhance the effectiveness of strengths-based leadership in terms
of increased felt obligation for constructive change and reduced
turnover intention. Third, by extending the substitutes for
leadership theory to the field of strengths-based leadership
and substantiating its relevance, we address the concern of
overreliance of prior strengths-based leadership research on the
conservation of resources, self-determination, and job demands-
resources theories.
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Strengths-Based Leadership and
Turnover Intention
Strengths-based leadership, as an innovative and positive
leadership style, brings about greater gains of efficiency,
productivity, and organizational success by continuously
building the strengths of leaders and their followers (Burkus,
2011). According to Rath and Conchie (2008), strengths-based
leadership has three basic tenants: (1) invest their time and
energy in their followers’ strengths; (2) build well-rounded
teams to meet the requirements for strengths in executing,
influencing, relationship building, and strategic thinking; and (3)
understand followers’ need to build trust, hope, and optimism.
More importantly, strengths-based leaders do not ignore their
own and followers’ weaknesses, but rather focus on building their
own and team members’ strengths and minimizing the negative
effects of weaknesses (Burkus, 2011; Van Woerkom et al., 2016).

Prior studies have demonstrated that strengths-based
leadership has a conducive effect on employee work engagement
(Burkus, 2011) and psychological well-being (Ding and Yu,
2020a). However, little is known about the relationship between
strengths-based leadership and employee turnover intention.
This study posits that strengths-based leadership negatively
relates to employee turnover intention. On one hand, individuals
who have opportunities to regularly leverage their strengths at
work are more likely to have higher life satisfaction and are
more engaged in work (Winseman, 2002). More impressively, a
study of St Lucie Medical Center in Florida noted that building
teams that properly use employees’ strengths can significantly
reduce employee attrition rate and dramatically increase the
satisfaction of both the physicians and patients (Burkus, 2011).
Thus, strengths-based leadership focusing on the identification,
development, and deployment of strengths in leaders and
followers may negatively relate to employee turnover intention.
On the other hand, strengths-based leadership behaviors, such as
aligning employees’ strengths with work tasks and devoting more
time and energy to their strengths (Rath and Conchie, 2008), can
create a positive climate to improve employees’ task performance
(Ding et al., 2020) and innovative behaviors (Ding and Yu,
2020a) and even psychological well-being (Ding and Yu, 2021b),
which have a negative effect on employee turnover intention
(Oi et al., 2015). Therefore, based on the above reasoning, the
following hypothesis was derived:

Hypothesis 1: Strengths-based leadership negatively relates
to turnover intention.

Felt Obligation for Constructive Change
as a Mediator
Felt obligation for constructive change, a malleable psychological
state, has been defined as “an individual’s belief that he or
she is personally obligated to bring about constructive change”
(Morrison and Phelps, 1999, p. 407). A substantial body
of studies have found that felt obligation for constructive
change cannot only effectively stimulate both the promotive

(Carnevale et al., 2019) and prohibitive voices (Jian et al., 2012),
but also improve proactive role performance, such as change-
oriented organizational citizenship behavior (Lopez-Dominguez
et al., 2013) and innovation (Parker and Collins, 2010).
Importantly, employees with a strong sense of obligation for
constructive change can also experience higher levels of personal
accomplishment and satisfaction (Morrison and Phelps, 1999)
because when employees feel obligation for constructive change
at work, they will experience greater intrinsic work motivation
and are more likely to engage in work as “responsible citizens”
(Jian et al., 2012). These positive outcomes induced by felt
obligation for constructive change are negatively correlated with
turnover intention (Mobley, 1977).

Given the importance of felt obligation for constructive
change to organizations and employees, many researchers
have attempted to identify the antecedents of felt obligation
for constructive change. For example, Lopez-Dominguez
et al. (2013) found that resource availability can effectively
enhance employees’ felt obligation for constructive change. This
study postulates that strengths-based leadership contributes
to increased employee felt obligation for constructive change.
First, Fuller and Hester (2010) pointed out that employees who
possess more work resources are more likely to feel personal
obligation for constructive change. In this sense, strengths-
based leadership as a crucial work resource (Ding and Yu,
2021a) might positively influence employees’ felt obligation for
constructive change. Second, strengths-based leaders provide
employees more autonomy to use strengths at work, which
satisfy employees’ need for autonomy (Ding and Yu, 2021a).
Autonomy as a core job characteristic can foster feelings of
obligation for constructive change (Hackman and Oldham,
1980; Fuller and Hester, 2010). Third, employees will experience
higher leader–member exchange relationship when leaders
help them to identify, develop, and leverage their strengths at
work (Ding and Yu, 2020b). Employees in high-quality leader–
member exchange relationship will feel responsible for initiating
constructive change in the organization (Carnevale et al., 2019).
Therefore, it is possible to expect that strengths-based leadership
is positively related to employees’ felt obligation for constructive
change. Furthermore, considering that the substitutes for
leadership theory suggest that individual characteristics can
transmit the influence or importance of the leader behavior on
some performance or consequence (Dionne et al., 2002), it is
reasonable to assume that strengths-based leadership contributes
to employee felt obligation for constructive change and in turn
to reduced employee turnover intention. Taken together, the
following hypothesis is offered:

Hypothesis 2: Felt obligation for constructive change
mediates the relationship between strengths-based
leadership and turnover intention.

Job Control as a Moderator
Job control, sometimes called decision latitude (Doef and Maes,
1999), refers to the influence of employees on their actions
and work conditions (Frese, 1989). Employees with higher
job control are apt to experience higher creative self-efficacy
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(Du et al., 2018), positive mental health (Crown, 2007), and lower
levels of workload and burnout (Leiter and Maslach, 2004). Job
control is an important work contextual factor (Holman et al.,
2002; Oi et al., 2015). Previous studies focused not only on the
consequences of job control, but also on the moderating role of
job control (Doef and Maes, 1999). For instance, Holman et al.
(2002) demonstrated that job control moderates the association
of perceived intensity with well-being.

According to the substitutes for leadership theory, certain
individual, task, and organizational characteristics, acting as
“substitutes for leadership,” can impact the influence of the
leaders’ behaviors (Kerr and Jermier, 1978). Extant study has
found that when job control is introduced as a moderator,
the significant relationship between transformational leadership
and followers’ innovative behaviors will become insignificant
(Lopez-Dominguez et al., 2013). As such, we argue that a higher
level of job control, which is viewed as an important work
characteristic (Hackman, 1976), may act as a substitute for
strengths-based leadership.

Howell et al. (1986) proposed three criteria for acting as a
substitute: (1) the leadership and substitute variables must be
related to the outcome variable; (2) the substitute must have
a significant positive impact on the outcome variable; and (3)
at different levels of the substitute (i.e., higher or lower), the
relationship between the leadership and the outcome variable
must be weakened. In alignment with these three standards,
first, strengths-based leadership (Ding and Yu, 2021a) and job
control (Crown, 2007), respectively, meet employees’ needs
for autonomy, which is a key antecedent of felt obligation
for constructive change (Fuller and Hester, 2010), thus felt
obligation for constructive change may be positively predicted
by strengths-based leadership and job control. Second, Fuller
and Hester (2010) indicated that employees who have greater
control over their jobs are more likely to have feelings of
obligation for constructive change, which provides promising
evidence for the positive relationship between job control and
felt obligation for constructive change. Third, we posit that
the positive relationship between strengths-based leadership
and felt obligation for constructive change will be weaker
under higher levels of job control as job control substitutes
the strengths-based leadership. In a state of high job control,
employees have the substantial freedom, independence, and
discretion in scheduling and performing their work (Hackman
and Oldham, 1980), such as autonomously introducing their own
strengths to the work. Thus, when strengths-based leadership
is lower, the autonomy provided by higher levels of job
control can still provide opportunities for employees to work
on their strengths (Kong and Ho, 2016), thereby fostering
employees’ felt obligation for constructive change (Parker
et al., 1997; Parker, 2003). On the contrary, in the absence
of control over work, employees rely more on their leaders
to provide autonomy to utilize their strengths at work and
employees’ need for autonomy can be satisfied (Ding and Yu,
2020a), thus driving felt obligation for constructive change.
Taken together, we postulate that since job control acts as
a substitute for strengths-based leadership, the relationship
between strengths-based leadership and felt obligation for

constructive change should be weaker under the condition of
higher levels of job control.

Hypothesis 3: Job control acts as a substitute for strengths-
based leadership, such that the magnitude of the positive
relationship between strengths-based leadership and felt
obligation for constructive change will be weaker under
higher, rather than lower, levels of job control.

The above propositions involve an integrative framework
in which employee felt obligation for constructive change
mediates the relationship of strengths-based leadership with
employee turnover intention and the association of strengths-
based leadership with employee felt obligation for constructive
change is contingent on job control. Accordingly, we further
expect that job control as a substitute of strengths-based
leadership negatively moderates the mediational effect of felt
obligation for constructive change on the relationship between
strengths-based leadership and employee turnover intention.
Hence, the following hypothesis is offered:

Hypothesis 4: Job control acts as a substitute for
strengths-based leadership, such that the magnitude of the
indirect relationship between strengths-based leadership
and employee turnover intention through felt obligation
for constructive change will be weaker under higher, rather
than lower, levels of job control.

The proposed conceptual model was depicted in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure
Participants in this study were Chinese employees working in
diverse organizations. Our inclusion criteria were as follows: (a)
participants should work as a full-time in their organizations
and (b) participants should take part in this survey voluntarily.
The first author of this study contacted 75 alumni working in
a variety of enterprises (e.g., financial industry) in China to
freely participate in this study and requested them to invite their
colleagues to join this study. With the help of these alumni,
we recruited 584 employees who met our requirements and
volunteered to take part in the survey. We gathered study data at
three points in time and paid 5 renminbi (RMB) as a reward for
each questionnaire. In the process of data collection, we promised
that information related to participants would be treated as
confidential strictly. Cell phone numbers were used to match data
from three phases.

Strengths-based leadership

Job control

Felt obligation for 

constructive change

Turnover intention

FIGURE 1 | The proposed conceptual model.
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We used a Chinese social network mobile application
called Wechat to distribute online questionnaires. To minimize
common method variance (CMV), we used a three-wave
longitudinal data. At time 1, 584 participants completed
questionnaire regarding demographic characteristics, strengths-
based leadership scale, and cell phone numbers. We chose to
collect the second wave data after 1 month according to a study
by Podsakoff et al. (2003). At time 2, we sent the link of the
questionnaire concerning felt obligation for constructive change,
job control scales, and cell phone numbers and received 425
questionnaires, demonstrating 72.77% response rate relative to
T1. According to a study by Podsakoff et al. (2003), the time
intervals between measurements for job attitudes are at least
2–3 months and we chose to collect the third wave data after
3 months. At time 3, we invited participants who responded in
the second phase to complete a questionnaire about turnover
intention scale and cell phone numbers. Eventually, 317 valid
matched data were obtained, indicating 54.28% response rate
relative to T1 and 74.59% response rate relative to T2. Among
them, 44.50% were male, 93.70% had Bachelor’s degree or
above, 84.5% had worked in current organization for more than
7 years, and 80.04% were 30–50 years old. Table 1 shows the
sample distribution.

Measures
The original strengths-based leadership scale, felt obligation for
constructive change scale, and job control scales were in English.
We translated these scales into Chinese following the translation
and back translation procedures suggested by Brislin (1970).
All the items of scales were rated on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Strengths-Based Leadership
We used 10 items of strength-based leadership scale developed by
Ding and Yu (2021b). One sample item was “My leader is good at
using my strengths.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.918.

Felt Obligation for Constructive Change
We measured felt obligation for constructive change with 5 items
from a study by Jian et al. (2012). One sample item was “I feel a

TABLE 1 | Sample distribution (N = 317).

Variables Categories Frequency
(%)

Variables Categories Frequency
(%)

Education Specialist or
under

6.3 Tenure
(years)

1–3 5.7

Bachelor 55.5 4–6 9.8

Master 34.1 7–9 10.4

Doctor 4.1 10–13 30.9

Age Less than 30 14.2 More than 13 43.2

30–40 62.8 Gender Male 44.5

41–50 17.7 Female 55.5

51–60 3.8

More than
60

1.6

personal obligation to produce constructive suggestions to help
the organization achieve its goals.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.919.

Job Control
Job control was measured with 11-item scale developed by Wall
et al. (1996), including timing control items and method control
items. One sample item was “Do you decide on the order in which
you do things.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.895.

Turnover Intention
Turnover intention was assessed by the 4-item scale
developed by Weng (2010). This scale referred to a study
by Mobley et al. (1978). One sample item was “I will probably
leave this company in a year.” The Cronbach’s α was 0.833.

Control Variables
Prior studies have shown that age, education, and tenure were
correlated with turnover intention (Tschopp et al., 2014). With
respect to this study, age (r = −0.25, p < 0.01), educational
level (r = 0.11, p < 0.05), and tenure (r = −0.26, p < 0.01)
were significantly related to turnover intention. According to the
suggestion of Tschopp et al. (2014), although studies focusing
on turnover intentions did not show a significant effect between
gender and turnover intention, we decided to control for gender
as well. As such, age, gender, and educational and tenure levels
were considered as control variables in this study.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine
the discriminant validity between strengths-based leadership, felt
obligation for constructive change, job control, and turnover
intention before testing our predictions. We chose fit indexes
of χ2/df (should be less than 3), standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR) (should be less than 0.08), comparative fit index
(CFI) (should be more than 0.09), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI)
(should be more than 0.09), and root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) (should be less than 0.08) to evaluate
the fit of the model, as recommended by previous studies (Hu and
Bentler, 1999; Byrne, 2013). As shown in Table 2, the results of
CFA showed that the four-factor measurement model exhibited

TABLE 2 | Results of confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs): comparison of
measurement models (N = 317).

Models χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

Four-factor model 307.35 113 2.72 0.07 0.95 0.94 0.04

Three-factor modela 937.51 116 8.08 0.15 0.78 0.74 0.11

Two-factor modelb 1630.57 118 13.82 0.20 0.59 0.52 0.12

One-factor modelc 2043.58 119 17.17 0.23 0.47 0.40 0.15

aStrengths-based leadership and felt obligation for constructive change combined
into one factor.
bStrengths-based leadership, felt obligation for constructive change and job control
combined into one factor.
cAll combined into one factor.
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the best fit to the data (χ2 = 307.35, df = 113, χ2/df = 2.72,
SRMR = 0.07, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, and RMSEA = 0.04). In
sum, the four-factor measurement model had a better fit to the
data than alternative models.

Although this study collected data at three time points, self-
report questionnaire may bring about CMV. This study utilized
Harman’s single factor test and CFA to test the degree of common
method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Harman’s single factor test
showed that 33.58% of the variance could be explained by the
first principal factor, which was less than 40%. Besides, CFA
revealed that the χ2 was significantly improved (1χ2 = 1736.23,
p < 0.05) compared to the four-factor measurement model to
the one-factor measurement model. Therefore, the CMV of this
study was not serious.

In addition, Cheung and Rensvold (2002) pointed that χ2

is easily influenced by the sample size and is overly sensitive
to the sample when the sample size is greater than 200. They
recommend comparing CFI to choose the model. The sample
size of this study was 317, which was greater than 200. Therefore,
it was necessary to test the degree of common method bias by
comparing CFI. According to a study by Podsakoff et al. (2003),
we constructed an unmeasured method factor and loaded the
method factor on all the indices of strengths-based leadership,
job control, felt obligation for constructive change, and turnover
intention. Analytical results showed that CFI index of this five-
factor measurement model (χ2 = 227.66, df = 97, χ2/df = 2.35,
SRMR = 0.07, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, and RMSEA = 0.04) has
no significant change, exhibiting no better fit to the data than the
four-factor measurement model. Accordingly, the CMV was not
a big concern for influencing the accuracy of our results.

Descriptive Statistics
Table 3 reports the mean, SD, and correlations for study
variables. In Table 3, the results indicated that the study variables
(i.e., strengths-based leadership, job control, felt obligation
for constructive change, and turnover intention) were all
significantly related with each other. These results provided
preliminary evidence for our hypotheses.

Hypotheses Testing
To examine our hypotheses, the multiple regression analyses
was carried out in SPSS version 22.0, which was combined with

bootstrapping analyses with bias-corrected CI based on 5,000
bootstrap samples. Results are shown in Table 4.

Hypothesis 1 postulated that strengths-based leadership
was negatively related to employee turnover intention. As
shown in model 3 in Table 4, the relationship between
strengths-based leadership and turnover intention was significant
(β = −0.32, p < 0.001), indicating that strengths-based
leadership negatively relates to employee turnover intention.
Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Hypothesis 2 supposed that felt obligation for constructive
change mediated the relationship between strengths-based
leadership and turnover intention. As shown in model 5 in
Table 4, coefficient of felt obligation for constructive change
was significant (β = −0.17, p < 0.01). PROCESS (model 4)
was applied to further examine the indirect effect. Results
showed that the indirect effect of strengths-based leadership
on turnover intention through felt obligation for constructive
change was significant [indirect effect = −0.08, CI: (−0.14,
−0.03)]. Additionally, the direct effect between strengths-based
leadership and turnover intention was also significant [direct
effect = −0.23, CI: (−0.35, −0.12)]. Accordingly, we could
conclude that felt obligation for constructive change partially
mediated the relationship of strengths-based leadership with
turnover intention.

Hypothesis 3 expected that job control could weaken the
positive relationship between strengths-based leadership and felt
obligation for constructive change. PROCESS (model 1) was
used to test this hypothesis. Strengths-based leadership and job
control were standardized before conducting the analysis. Model
2 in Table 4 indicated that strengths-based leadership positively
related to felt obligation for constructive change (β = 0.28,
p < 0.001), job control positively related to felt obligation for
constructive change (β = 0.35, p < 0.001), and the interaction
term of strengths-based leadership and job control was negatively
related to felt obligation for constructive change (β = −0.13,
p < 0.01). The data analysis showed that job control satisfies
the three criteria for acting as a substitute of strengths-based
leadership, which supported Hypothesis 3. As in Figure 2, we
conducted the interaction slope analyses to show the relationship
of strengths-based leadership and felt obligation for constructive
change when the level of job control was low (M − SD) and
high (M + SD) to further elaborate on this interaction effect.
Specifically, the positive relationship between strengths-based

TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and correlations (N = 317).

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Age 2.16 0.77 –

2 Gender 1.56 0.50 0.03 –

3 Education 2.36 66 −0.32** 0.04 –

4 Tenure 3.96 1.20 0.64** −0.11 −0.23** –

5 Strengths-based leadership 3.56 0.79 −0.07 −0.05 0.11 −0.01 –

6 Job control 3.49 0.61 −0.05 −0.06 0.06 0.05 0.39** –

7 Felt obligation for constructive change 3.82 0.71 −0.01 −0.07 0.08 0.10 0.43** 0.50** –

8 Turnover intention 2.78 0.91 −0.25** −0.09 0.11* −0.26** −0.30** −0.22** −0.28**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 4 | Results of process analysis (N = 317).

Variables Felt obligation for
constructive

change

Turnover intention

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Age −0.02 0.02 −0.14* −0.13 −0.14*

Gender −0.03 −0.03 −0.13* −0.13* −0.13**

Education 0.06 0.04 0.07 0.06 0.08

Tenure 0.13 0.08 −0.18** −0.15* −0.15*

SBL 0.42*** 0.28*** −0.32*** −0.25***

FOCC −0.27*** −0.17**

JC 0.35***

SBL × JC −0.13**

R2 0.20 0.33 0.20 0.17 0.22

F 15.29*** 21.76*** 15.06*** 12.44*** 14.35***

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
SBL, strengths-based leadership; FOCC, felt obligation for constructive change;
JC, job control; SBL × JC, interaction of strengths-based leadership
and job control.

leadership and felt obligation for constructive change was weaker
for employees with a higher level of job control [β = 0.17, CI:
(0.05, 0.23)] than for employees with a lower level of job control
[β = 0.38, CI: (0.25, 0.51)], which further supported Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4 assumed that job control could weaken the
mediating effect of felt obligation for constructive change
on the relationship between strengths-based leadership and
turnover intention. PROCESS (model 7) was utilized to test
the moderated mediation effect. The results showed that the
moderated mediation effect was significant [β = 0.02, CI: (0.002,
0.04)], supporting hypothesis 4. Furthermore, we conducted the
difference test of the indirect effects. The results showed that
the mediation effect of felt obligation for constructive change
was significantly different at high (M + SD) and low (M − SD)
level of job control [difference estimate = 0.04, CI: (0.003, 0.08)].
Specifically, the mediating effect of felt obligation for constructive
change was weaker for employees with a higher level of job
control [β =−0.02, CI: (−0.07,−0.004)] than for employees with
a lower level of job control [β =−0.06, CI: (−0.12,−0.02)], which
further supported hypothesis 4.

DISCUSSION

This study conducts a survey of 317 employees working in
various organizations and investigates the relationship between
strengths-based leadership and employee turnover intention and
the mediating role of employee felt obligation for constructive
change as well as the moderating role of job control in this
relationship. As predicted, all the hypotheses are supported by the
study data. This study offers several theoretical contributions and
practical implications.

Theoretical Contributions
This study offers three contributions to previous literature
on the strengths-based leadership and employee turnover

FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of self-efficacy on the relationship between
strengths use and job crafting.

intention theories and study. First, this study is the first
study to empirically examine the linkage between strengths-
based leadership and employee turnover intention. The results
demonstrate that strengths-based leadership is negatively related
to employee turnover intention. This finding is consistent with
previous study suggesting that strengths-based leadership has a
negative relationship with employee turnover (Burkus, 2011).
The negative relationship of strengths-based leadership with
employee turnover intention can be elaborated by the fact that
strengths-based leaders can build a positive climate contributing
to employees’ task performance (Ding et al., 2020), innovative
behavior (Ding and Yu, 2020a), and even psychological well-
being (Ding and Yu, 2021b), thereby increasing employees’
work engagement and reducing their turnover intention (Burkus,
2011). Therefore, this study offers a new piece of empirical
evidence for the relationship between strengths-based leadership
and employee turnover intention.

Second, by investigating the potential mediating role
of employee felt obligation for constructive change in
the relationship between strengths-based leadership and
employee turnover intention, this study contributes to a better
understanding of why strengths-based leadership is related
to employee turnover intention. Importantly, this study also
addresses the call from a study by Dionne et al. (2002) to
advance the substitutes for leadership theory by examining
indirect leader effects that may be mediated by substitutes such
as individual characteristic. Our findings indicate that employee
felt obligation for constructive change acting as a substitute of
strengths-based leadership partially mediates the relationship
between strengths-based leadership and employee turnover
intention. This phenomenon is aligned to the theoretical notion
that strengths-based leaders help subordinates to identify,
develop, and leverage their strengths at work, which can build
better relationship between supervisors and subordinates. To
reciprocate supervisors, subordinates make more effort to
fulfill job responsibilities and achieve a wide range of positive
outcomes (Ding and Yu, 2020b), such as lower turnover
intention. Given that, this study helps to better understand the
potential psychological mechanism underlying the linkage of
strengths-based leadership and employee turnover intention.

Third, one of the key criticisms of strengths-based leadership
study has been the lack of boundary conditions in explaining its
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effects (Ding and Yu, 2020b). In response to this call, this study
has advanced our understanding of strengths-based leadership
through the substitutes for leadership theory by providing
insights into job control as a substitute of strengths-based
leadership and highlighting the importance of understanding
the boundary conditions of the strengths-based leadership.
Therefore, similar to previous studies that servant leadership (Eva
et al., 2021) and transformational leadership (Walter and Bruch,
2010) are not equally applicable to all the situations, we argue
that although strengths-based leadership is beneficial for both the
employees and organizations, this may not be the case for any
organizational context. On the contrary, there may be cases in
which employee turnover intention is reduced, but this is not
related to the direct contribution of strengths-based leadership.
In fact, our findings indirectly validate the study of Zappalà
and Toscano (2019) that the significant correlation between
transformational leadership and innovative behaviors is not more
significant when job control is introduced as a moderator. In
summary, drawing on the substitutes for leadership theory,
this study extends prior study on strengths-based leadership by
demonstrating the importance of job control on the effects of
leaders’ behaviors.

Practical Implications
This study has three overarching recommendations for
organizations. First, regardless of job control, leaders who
exhibit strengths-based leadership behaviors would generally
elicit higher levels of felt obligation for constructive change and
lower levels of turnover intention among their employees. For
organizations, it is necessary to foster, accelerate, and reinforce
strengths-based leadership behaviors and provide strengths-
based leadership development programs for their managers. For
leaders, there is a need to improve the ability to identify, develop,
and utilize their won and employees’ strengths in the workplace.

Second, based on the finding about the mediational effect
of felt obligation for constructive change on the relationship
between strengths-based leadership and employee turnover
intention, organizations can reduce employees’ turnover
intention by facilitating employees’ felt obligation for
constructive change. The specific strategies of nurturing
employees’ felt obligation for constructive change can follow
the suggestions proposed by Fuller and Hester (2010), namely,
job autonomy, position in organization hierarchy, accessing to
resource, and accessing to information.

Third, since job control is found to be a substitute
for strengths-based leadership in the direct relationship of
strengths-based leadership and employee felt obligation for
constructive change and the indirect relationship of strengths-
based leadership and employee turnover intention through felt
obligation for constructive change, it is recommended that
organizations provide employees with freedom, independence,
and discretion in their daily work to positively impact job control.
Allowing employees freedom, independence, and discretion in
organizing work and procedures help to protect the organization
from lower levels of felt obligation for constructive change and
higher levels of employee turnover intention, if strengths-based
leadership behaviors are not embedded within the organization.

Limitations and Future Study Directions
This study is not without limitations. First, we collected study
data from a single source. However, single-resource data were
suitable for this study because the outcome variable was
employee’s work attitude (i.e., turnover intention), which cannot
be measured by other resources, except self-report (Mobley
et al., 1978). In order to address the CMV concerns related
to self-report data, we have taken multiple remedies and the
statistical tests showed that CMV was unlikely to be a problem.
For future studies, it is recommended that longitudinal study
design or experimental study should be conducted to capture
the fluctuation of leaders’ approach over a period of time
commensurate with the changing context.

Second, this study only analyzed strengths-based leadership
approach without controlling other competing leadership
approaches. Antonakis (2017, p. 10) argued that failing “to
control for these competing constructs will engender omitted
variable bias and does not inform us of the incremental
validity of the construct.” Prior studies have shown the positive
relationships of servant leadership (Liden et al., 2014), ethical
leadership (Elci et al., 2012), and transformational leadership
(Green et al., 2013) with employee turnover intention. However,
these leadership styles were not considered as control variables
in this study. Thus, future studies need to examine the
incremental predictive validity of strengths-based leadership in
terms of employee turnover intention after controlling for these
competing leadership approaches.

Third, this study focused on employees working in various
organizations in China, which might limit the generalizability
of our findings. Hence, future study needs to investigate
the proposed theoretical model in a cross-organizational and
cultural background. In addition, this study has only started
to reveal how the work characteristics impact the influence of
strengths-based leadership. Future study could broaden it to
include organizational context, organizational strategy, to name
just a few. Furthermore, we expect that job control would
moderate the linkage of strengths-based leadership with other
employee outcomes such as job satisfaction, trust, and thriving
at work. A greater understanding of how the work characteristics
might act as substitutes for strengths-based leadership and its
subsequent effects on the individual, team, and organizational
outcomes will make strengths-based leadership more credible.
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This article addresses the impact of leader psychological need satisfaction on
employees. We draw on the self-determination theory (SDT) and leader-member
exchange (LMX) theory to investigate if and how leader psychological need satisfaction
trickles down to employee psychological need satisfaction. Adopting a multi-actor,
multilevel design, results from 1036 leader–employee dyads indicate that employee-
rated LMX mediates the trickle-down effect of leader psychological need satisfaction.
Additional analyses of leader psychological needs show that leader competence is
the main psychological need that underlying this relationship. We also found an
unexpected negative association between leader autonomy need satisfaction and
employee competence need satisfaction. Overall, this study shows the importance of
both (1) leaders’ psychological need satisfaction and (2) employee perceptions of the
relationship quality for employee psychological need satisfaction.

Keywords: trickle-down, multilevel, psychological need satisfaction, leader-member exchange, well-being,
leadership, leader wellbeing, employee wellbeing

INTRODUCTION

Psychological need satisfaction is no novel concept to leadership researchers. With its origins in the
self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan, 2008), psychological need satisfaction advances
that fostering autonomy, competence, and relatedness will lead to autonomous motivation at
work. This is true for employees, but also for leaders themselves: when leaders’ psychological
needs are satisfied, those leaders have more energy to perform behaviors that are in accordance
with positive leadership styles (Trépanier et al., 2012; Paas et al., 2020). However, despite
psychological need satisfaction’s prominent position in leadership research, for example, in
studies on the transformational leadership (Breevaart et al., 2014a), empowering leadership (Chen
et al., 2021) or inclusive leadership (Chiniara and Bentein, 2016), a few shortcomings can be
noted. First, psychological need satisfaction has mostly been examined as a consequence of
leadership. Accordingly, recent research indicates it is also important to consider psychological
need satisfaction as an antecedent of positive leadership styles, as to better understand why
leaders engage into behaviors conductive of such styles (Paas et al., 2020). Second, prior work
has mostly adopted a single level approach to psychological need satisfaction, overlooking how
psychological need satisfaction is embedded in complex relations between leaders and followers
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(Kuvaas and Buch, 2019; Xie et al., 2020) that cross multiple levels
of analysis (Schreurs et al., 2014; Batistič et al., 2017).

Addressing this research gap, the aim of this study is to
examine how leaders’ psychological need satisfaction trickles
down to the psychological need satisfaction of their employees.
Trickling down’ refers to interaction patterns or perceptions
that cascade to different levels in the organization (Ambrose
et al., 2013; Jeuken, 2016; Jiang and Lin, 2021; Wu et al.,
2021; Zhong et al., 2021). Indeed, psychological need satisfaction
might be an important element in determining how leaders
act and subsequently on how employees come to evaluate
and react to leaders (Decuypere and Schaufeli, 2020, 2021).
In particular, we advance that this trickling down takes place
through interpersonal exchange processes between leaders and
employees, as exemplified by leader-member exchange (LMX).
LMX refers to the fact that leaders develop differentiated
relationships with their employees (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995),
where high-quality relationships are characterized by exchanges
based on mutual trust, respect, liking, and influence (Liden and
Maslyn, 1998) and lead to positive outcomes for both parties
(Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; Dulebohn et al., 2012; Xie et al.,
2020). Since LMX is considered as need-driven (Dulebohn et al.,
2012) and need-satisfying process (Kuvaas and Buch, 2019)
that connects multiple levels of analysis (Liao et al., 2019), we
propose that LMX constitutes a mechanism through which leader
psychological need satisfaction trickles down to employees, from
a dyadic viewpoint.

Overall, this paper contributes to the literature in several ways.
First, we add to theorizing on psychological need satisfaction by
strengthening research that views psychological need satisfaction
as a consequence of the employee–leader relationship. We
also explore its role as an antecedent and expand SDT by
incorporating a trickle-down perspective. Second, we focus
on the dyadic perspective on LMX. This perspective is less
prevalent (Krasikova and LeBreton, 2012; Schyns and Day,
2010), but important since meta-analyses show that leader and
employee ratings of LMX are only moderately related (Sin
et al., 2009; Schyns and Day, 2010). Third, examining LMX
as one of the mechanisms underlying the trickle-down effect
of psychological need satisfaction from leaders to employees
is topical in light of recent calls for the further integration of
LMX and SDT (Andersen et al., 2020). Finally, from a practical
point of view, this study highlights the necessity of focusing
on leader self-determination as a way to enhance leaders’ sense
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, while benefitting
employees’ psychological experiences as well.

The Relationship Between Leaders’ and
Employees’ Psychological Need
Satisfaction
To argue the trickle-down of leaders’ to employees’ psychological
need satisfaction, we build on SDT, because it “currently provides
the best-validated and most parsimonious set of fundamentally
satisfying psychosocial experiences, by making a strong empirical
case for the existence of three basic psychological needs,
the fulfillment of which is essential for human wellness”

(Martela and Sheldon, 2019, p. 459). Furthermore, by adopting
SDT as a theoretical lens, we follow but also extend contemporary
debates on linking leadership behavior to follower outcomes
(Chiniara and Bentein, 2016; Ju et al., 2019; Decuypere and
Schaufeli, 2020; Chen et al., 2021; Stremersch et al., 2021).
According to SDT, leaders that are intrinsically motivated are
more inclined to invest in the well-being and psychological
growth of their employees; they will invest more in the
(exchange) relationships with their employees when their own
basic psychological needs are met (Deci and Ryan, 2008).
Accordingly, we propose that the satisfaction of each of leaders’
three basic needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) will
motivate those leaders to behave more generously in exchange
relationships with their employees (i.e., LMX), providing those
employees with more resources that ultimately also satisfy
their own needs.

The Need for Autonomy
Autonomy need satisfaction is related to “experiencing choice
and feeling like the initiator of one’s own actions” (Baard
et al., 2004, p. 2046) or “experiencing a sense of volition
and psychological freedom” at work (Van den Broeck et al.,
2010, p. 981; Van den Broeck et al., 2021). When leaders
feel depleted in autonomy need satisfaction, they might seek
to restore their resources (Deci and Ryan, 2008) by being
more defensive and reluctant to give up control (Hodgins
et al., 2006; Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016; Lund, 2020).
Conversely, when leaders’ need for autonomy is satisfied, they
will feel less threatened by the idea of providing employees with
similar autonomy (Hodgins et al., 2006), translating into more
autonomy-supportive behavior (Van Quaquebeke and Felps,
2016) that benefits employees’ autonomy need satisfaction.

The Need for Competence
Competence need satisfaction is related to “succeeding at
optimally challenging tasks and attaining desirable outcomes”
(Baard et al., 2004, p. 2046) or put more succinctly: “feeling
effective” (Van den Broeck et al., 2010, p. 981; Van den
Broeck et al., 2021). Leaders who feel insecure are depleted in
competence need satisfaction and tend to feel less secure about
their leadership capabilities (Paas et al., 2020). Accordingly, such
leaders may ask less genuine questions in conversations with
employees (Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016) or might be more
distracted because they focus on their own insecurities (Kahn,
1990). This may lead to poorer decision making, but also to
less concern for the employees’ perspective, which is crucial for
relationship building (Meinecke and Kauffeld, 2019). In addition,
a lack of self-perceived leader competence is related to leader
aggression (Fast and Chen, 2006) and stress. In turn, this has
demonstrable effects on employee stress and affective well-being
(Skakon et al., 2010), at the detriment of employees’ competence
need satisfaction. Conversely, leaders’ that perceive their need
for competence satisfied, will feel secure about their capabilities
and will ask more genuine questions to their employees (Van
Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016). In turn, this provides employees
with the guidance, feedback (Gagné and Deci, 2005), and
psychological safety (Mao et al., 2019) that is necessary to build
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confidence and capabilities. In a similar vein, studies have shown
that leadership from competent leaders is positively related
to employee’s psychological need satisfaction (Breevaart et al.,
2014a; Reb et al., 2014; Van Dierendonck et al., 2014).

The Need for Relatedness
Relatedness need satisfaction means “establishing a sense of
mutual respect and reliance with others” (Baard et al., 2004,
p. 2046) or simply as feeling a sense of connection and belonging
on the work floor (Van den Broeck et al., 2010, 2021). Leader
relatedness need satisfaction impacts joviality and openness
of their communication with employees. When relatedness
need satisfaction is depleted, leaders can experience social
insecurity (Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016) that diminishes
relatedness need satisfaction. On the contrary, leader relatedness
need satisfaction may translate into social behaviors toward
employees that positively influence the employees’ relatedness
need satisfaction. When leaders feel a sense of connection with
their employees, employees are likely to feel the same sense of
belonging as well (Uhl-Bien, 2006; Zheng et al., 2020).

In sum, when leaders’ needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are satisfied, leaders may be more inclined to grant
employees autonomy and support, boost the confidence levels of
employees, and ask them genuine questions that foster employee
relationships (Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016). In turn, both
leaders and employees enjoy a level of decision-making freedom,
competence, fulfillment, and optimal performance:

Hypothesis 1: Leader psychological need satisfaction is positively
and directly related to employee psychological need satisfaction.

The Mediating Role of Leader-Member
Exchange
Leader Psychological Need Satisfaction and
Leader-Member Exchange
First, when leaders’ basic psychological needs are satisfied,
they are more likely to treat employees respectfully (Scandura,
1999; Masterson et al., 2000) and engage in genuine dialog
(Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016), which benefits high-quality
relationships with employees, from both the perspective of the
leader and the employee. Second, leader psychological need
satisfaction is related to less aggression, defensiveness, and social
insecurity (Fast and Chen, 2006; Hodgins et al., 2006; Van
Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016), which will enhance perceived
fairness of employee treatment, and therefore, interpersonal
justice. Perceptions of fairness and justice are associated
with higher LMX-quality as well (Graen and Scandura, 1987;
Scandura, 1999; Sparr and Sonnentag, 2008; Reb et al., 2018).

Taken together, we propose:

Hypothesis 2a: Leader psychological need satisfaction is positively
related to leader-rated LMX.

Hypothesis 2b: Leader psychological need satisfaction is positively
related to employee-rated LMX.

Leader-Member Exchange and Employee
Psychological Need Satisfaction
We also propose that high-quality LMX from both the leader’s
and the employee’s perspective influences employee psychological
need satisfaction. On the one hand, high-quality leader-perceived
LMX may motivate leaders to provide employees with more
resources, like autonomy and support (Graen and Uhl-Bien,
1995). Furthermore, a high LMX relationship will satisfy the
employees’ need for relatedness through friendship and a sense
of belonging shared with the leader (Van den Broeck et al.,
2010). On the other hand, high-quality employee-perceived LMX
may also result in enhanced employee psychological need
satisfaction, and this through similar mechanisms. High-quality
LMX is characterized by high levels of trust and support (Liden
and Maslyn, 1998; Andersen et al., 2020), which provide the
employees with the appropriate relational environment to ask
for more autonomy or support when needed. Trust may serve
as a foundation to have difficult conversations, like giving and
receiving feedback (Peterson and Jackson Behfar, 2003). In
addition, this feedback is also more appreciated, since high-
quality LMX is associated with more respect for each other’s
contributions (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), adding to employees’
effectiveness and competence need satisfaction (Van den Broeck
et al., 2010). Likewise, high employee-perceived LMX will lead
to a higher relatedness need satisfaction, since LMX is a
relational process that entails the development of professional
relationships and which has a sense of belonging at its core
(Van den Broeck et al., 2010).

Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3a: Leader-rated LMX is positively related to employee
psychological need satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3b: Employee-rated LMX is positively related to
employee psychological need satisfaction.

Combining the reasoning outlined above (H2a, H2b, H3a, and
H3b) and the dyadic perspective in LMX theory (Krasikova and
LeBreton, 2012; Gooty and Yammarino, 2011; Gooty et al., 2012;
Tse et al., 2018), we further hypothesize that the LMX-perceptions
of both leaders and employees are relevant in the trickle-
down relationship of leader psychological need satisfaction. This
notion is also supported by research on respectful inquiry,
which proposes that psychological need satisfaction trickles down
from leaders to followers through positive, open, and respectful
communication (Van Quaquebeke and Felps, 2016), forming the
basis of high-quality relationships (Uhl-Bien, 2006).

This leads us to the last hypotheses (see Figure 1 for the
research model):

Hypothesis 4a: Leader-rated LMX mediates the trickle-down effect
of leader psychological need satisfaction on employee psychological
need satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4b: Employee-rated LMX mediates the trickle-down
effect of leader psychological need satisfaction on employee
psychological need satisfaction.
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FIGURE 1 | Research model.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure
Data collection took place in elderly care homes in Flanders
(Belgium). We focus on nurses given that the broader healthcare
sector presents a challenging context where employees and
their leaders are challenged by stressful circumstances, high
work pressures, demanding patients and shift work (Smith,
2014; Tahghighi et al., 2017; Chênevert et al., 2019). The
current pandemic has only exacerbated such circumstances,
necessitating additional research to develop appropriate leader
responses (Bauwens et al., 2021). Health policy reports (e.g.,
Rafferty et al., 2019) show that Belgium nurses face comparable
professional challenges and remuneration compared to their
European counterparts. In addition, Belgium nurses have often
featured in prior studies on leadership (e.g., Van Bogaert et al.,
2015; Van Hecke et al., 2019; Audenaert et al., 2020).

In the autumn of 2017, we recruited a sample of nurse-
head nurse dyads within elderly care homes. Prior to the data
collection, the directors of the nursing homes were briefed
about the purpose and nature of the research and invited to
participate. From the 392 elderly care homes that were contacted,
108 participated in the study, which results in a response rate
of 28%. We used a paper-and-pencil questionnaire with sealed,
anonymous envelopes. We received responses from 283 head
nurses and 1045 nurses. After a matching procedure through
unique and anonymized codes, 1,036 nurse-head nurse dyads –
clustered within elderly care wards – could be retained. Informed
consent was obtained from the director and each participant.
Nurses were predominantly female (91.70%). On average, they
were 38.79 years old (SD = 11.35) and had 14.96 years of
experience (SD = 9.20). Most head nurses were female (80.4%),
45.38 years old (SD = 9.69), had 11.50 years of experience in their
role (SD = 8.03) and supervised on average 19.24 nurses in his or
her ward (SD = 8.99).

Measures
We used scales with established psychometric properties and
adopted a seven-point Likert scale for each questionnaire
(1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). Leaders rated their own
psychological needs satisfaction and LMX with regards to each
individual employee.

Head nurses were asked to rate a maximum of four nurses in
order to make the data-collection feasible. As a consequence, this
may have led to selection effects, whereby head nurses could have
selected nurses they had a more favorable relationship with or
with whom they have more contact. In order to counteract this
potential bias, we asked them to report nurses alphabetically.

Employees rated LMX with their leader in addition to their
own psychological need satisfaction. Items were administered in
Dutch, using valid translations from previous studies.

Psychological Need Satisfaction
Psychological need satisfaction was assessed with the Dutch
version of the Work-Related Basic Need Satisfaction Scale
(Van den Broeck et al., 2010). This scale distinguishes between
autonomy (e.g., “I feel free to do my job the way I think it
could best be done”), competence (e.g., “I feel competent at
my job”), and relatedness (e.g., “I don’t really feel connected
with other people at my job,” reversed). Both leaders’ and
employees’ psychological need satisfaction demonstrated good
internal reliabilities with alpha 0.87 and 0.84, respectively.

Leader-Member Exchange
Leader-member exchange was measured with the eight-item scale
by Bauer and Green (1996)1. We obtained Dutch items from

1These authors adapted the original seven-item scale from Liden et al. (1993).They
split one item (“Do you usually feel that you know where you stand. Do you
usually know how satisfied your immediate supervisor is with what you do?”) into
two separate items: (1) “I usually know where I stand with my manager” and(2)
“I usually know how satisfied my manager is with me” (see Bauer and Green,
1996, p. 1554).
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Audenaert et al. (2019). One item loaded insufficiently on its
factor (λ < 0.40) and was removed from the leader-rated LMX
scale. For comparability reasons, we also removed this item
from the employee-rated LMX scale (“[I/My leader], would bail
[me/this employee] out, even if this is at [my/his/her] expense”).
Leader-rated LMX and employee-rated LMX had respective
alphas of 0.89 and 0.90.

Control Variables
We controlled for gender, tenure and span of control (SPOC).
First, gender has been associated with possible differences in
psychological need satisfaction, more specifically relatedness
(Baard et al., 2004). Second, leader tenure is likely associated with
leader levels of autonomy and competence. The (relationship)
tenure has also been shown to be associated with LMX quality
(Maslyn and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Sin et al., 2009). Third, we also
controlled for SPOC, since the organizational context influences
how dyads function (Graen and Scandura, 1987; Schyns and
Day, 2010). Furthermore, a large SPOC might complicate the
development of high-quality relationships with all employees
(Cogliser et al., 2009; Schyns and Day, 2010).

Analytical Strategy
Our model is designed as two 2–1–1 mediations, with individual
nurses nested in wards supervised by a head nurse. The intraclass
correlations (ICCs) demonstrated that 21.50% of the variance
in employee-rated LMX, 35.55% of the variance in leader-rated
LMX, and 4.26% of the variance in employee psychological
need satisfaction were situated at ward or head nurse-level,
warranting the use of multilevel techniques. First, we tested
the convergent and discriminant validity of the measurement
model with multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (MCFA).
Following Kline (2015), we respected cut-off values of ≥0.90
for the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker–Lewis Index
(TLI), ≤0.08 for the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR).
To combat potential negative effects of negatively worded items
on the covariance structure, we used item parceling for positively
and negatively worded (reverse) items from the psychological
need satisfaction scale (Zhang et al., 2016). Second, we examined
our hypotheses with hierarchical regression analyses. For each
model, we calculated the pseudo explained variance (pseudo r2)
for each level of analysis (Bliese and Bliese, 2016), as well as the
total explained variance (total r2) using the following formulae:
total r2 = pseudo r2 level 1 × [1 − ICC(1)] + pseudo r2 level
2 × ICC(1). Finally, we assessed the multilevel mediation through
Monte Carlo simulations (Preacher and Selig, 2012). Analyses
were performed in R with the packages lavaan (Rosseel, 2012)
and nlme (Pinheiro et al., 2017).

RESULTS

Measurement Model
The MCFA models and fit indices can be consulted in Table 1
below. The results showed that the hypothesized four-factor
model (i.e., leader psychological need satisfaction, leader-rated

LMX, employee-rated LMX, and employee psychological need
satisfaction) had a good fit to the data, with acceptable fit indices
(χ2 [578] = 1489.48, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04,
SRMR = 0.08). All items loaded on their respective factors
(λ > 0.40; range: 0.44–0.93), excluding two items that were
previously removed (see “LMX” under “measures”). Since a one-
factor model (1χ2 = 3765.34, 1df = 364, p < 0.001) and a
common factor model (1χ2 = 1007.61, 1df = 45, p < 0.001)
fitted the data significantly worse, considerable common source
bias could be ruled out. Furthermore, an eight-factor model (i.e.,
psychological need satisfaction scales as separate dimensions)
only fitted the data marginally better (1χ2 = 8.67, 1df = 4,
p < 0.10). Therefore, we chose to retain the hypothesized model
for the main analyses.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics and correlations.
Leaders’ gender, as well as employees’ gender and tenure
were unrelated to the focal constructs. Leader tenure was
positively related to the leader-rated LMX (r = 0.11, p < 0.01)
and psychological need satisfaction (r = 0.19, p < 0.01).
Leaders’ SPOC was negatively associated with leader-rated need
satisfaction (r = −0.09, p < 0.01). Leader-rated LMX was
positively associated to leader psychological need satisfaction
(r = 0.24, p < 0.01). Employee-rated LMX showed positive
correlations with employee psychological need satisfaction
(r = 0.46, p < 0.01). Finally, the correlation between leader-
rated LMX and employee-rated LMX was small, but significant
(r = 0.17, p < 0.001).

Hypothesis Testing
Table 3 presents the results of the hierarchical regression analyses.
All coefficients are unstandardized. Effects of the control variables
were largely absent, although leader tenure was associated with
higher leader-rated LMX (b = 0.01, p < 0.05) and employee-
rated LMX (b = 0.01, p < 0.05). In addition, a higher
SPOC corresponded to lower employee-rated LMX (b = −0.01,
p < 0.05). Congruent with Hypothesis 1, leader psychological
need satisfaction was directly related to employee psychological
need satisfaction (b = 0.11, p < 0.01). Leader psychological need
satisfaction also predicted both leader-rated LMX (b = 0.30,
p < 0.001) and employee-rated LMX (b = 0.19, p < 0.001),
conforming to Hypothesis 2a and Hypothesis 2b. However, while
employee-rated LMX was associated with the employee need
satisfaction (b = 0.34, p < 0.001), this was not the case for leader-
rated LMX (b = −0.03, p > 0.05). Therefore, we can confirm
Hypothesis 3b, but not Hypothesis 3a.

Subsequently, we assessed the mediation hypotheses. Since
leader psychological need satisfaction was (a) related to employee
need satisfaction, as well to (b) employee-rated LMX and (c)
the latter variables were also related to each other, we assessed
the indirect effect through Monte Carlo mediation. As indicated
in Table 4, the average indirect effect across groups was 0.07
(p < 0.02), 95% CI [0.02; 0.12], and the total effect was
0.17 (p < 0.001), 95% CI [0.08; 0.25], providing support for
Hypothesis 4b. Since leader psychological need satisfaction (a)
related to employee need satisfaction, as well to (b) leader-rated
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TABLE 1 | Models and fit indices.

χ2 (df) 1χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Four-factor model (PNS total) 1489.49 (578) 0.92 0.91 0.04 0.08

Eight-factor model (PNS subcomponents) 1480.82 (574) 8.67 (4) 0.92 0.91 0.04 0.09

One-factor model (CSB) 5254.82 (942) 3765.34 (364)*** 0.55 0.53 0.08 0.09

Common factor model (CSB) 2497.09 (623) 1007.61 (45)*** 0.82 0.80 0.06 0.06

CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; PNS, psychological need satisfaction; SRMR, standardized root
mean square residual; CSB, common source bias.
***p < 0.001, 1χ2 was based on the comparison withthe hypothesized four-factor model.

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Leader level

1 Leader gender 0.80 0.40

2 Leader tenure 11.27 8.04 −0.10

3 Leader SPOC 19.24 8.89 −0.01 0.06

4 Leader-rated LMX 5.64 0.62 0.01 0.13* 0.09 (α = 0.89)

5 Leader need satisfaction 5.59 0.67 0.02 0.19** −0.10 0.33** (α = 0.87)

6 Leader autonomy 5.31 0.86 0.00 0.10 −0.07 0.24** 0.87** (α = 0.82)

7 Leader competence 5.74 0.76 −0.04 0.23** −0.03 0.27** 0.76** 0.51** (α = 0.65)

8 Leader relatedness 5.74 0.82 −0.08 0.15* −0.14* 0.30** 0.81** 0.59** 0.37** (α = 0.79)

Employee level

1 Employee gender 0.92 0.28

2 Employee tenure 14.96 9.20 0.05

3 Employee-rated LMX 5.52 0.91 −0.03 0.04 (α = 0.90)

4 Employee need satisfaction 5.45 0.64 0.01 0.00 (α = 0.84)

5 Employee autonomy 4.97 0.95 0.03 0.02 0.42** 0.80** (α = 0.79)

6 Employee competence 5.83 0.68 −0.03 −0.04 0.27** 0.68** 0.38** (α = 0.78)

7 Employee relatedness 5.31 0.92 0.00 0.00 0.32** 0.76** 0.36** 0.29** (α = 0.78)

Gender was coded as 1 = female, 0 = male.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; N employees = 1045; N leaders = 283.

LMX, but (c) the latter variables showed no significant relations,
we could reject Hypothesis 4a. See Figure 2 for a visualization of
research results.

Additional Analyses
Since a model with differential psychological need satisfaction
(i.e., autonomy, competence, and relatedness) also presented
good fit indices, we calculated the regression results for models
where both leader and employee psychological need satisfaction
were presented by their separate dimensions. The ICCs for the
separated psychological needs demonstrated that 8.98% of the
variance in autonomy need satisfaction, 1.7% of the variance
in competence need satisfaction and 5.97% of the variance in
relatedness need satisfaction was situated at the ward or head
nurse-level. The full results of the hierarchical regressions can
be consulted in Table 5. The full results for the Monte Carlo
mediation effects can be found in Table 6. For visualization, see
Figure 3. With regards to the control variables, we found that
employee autonomy was lower in the presence of female leaders
(b = −0.16, p < 0.05), but also higher for female employees

(b = 0.23, p < 0.05). Furthermore, a higher SPOC corresponded
to lower employee relatedness (b = −0.01, p < 0.01).

Direct Effects
Leader autonomy was only related to one employee psychological
need, i.e., employee competence. Contrary to expectations, leader
autonomy had a negative relationship with employee competence
(b = −0.23, p < 0.001). Leader competence was positively related
to employee competence (b = 0.88, p < 0.001), as well as to
employee-rated LMX (b = 0.24, p < 0.05). Leader relatedness was
positively associated with leader-rated LMX (b = 0.16, p < 0.05)
and employee-rated LMX (b = 0.14, p < 0.05). Leader-rated
LMX was not associated with employee autonomy, competence,
or relatedness. Employee-rated LMX, however, had significant
influences on all three psychological need dimensions: employee
autonomy (b = 0.42, p < 0.05), employee competence (b = 0.15,
p < 0.05), and employee relatedness (b = 0.33, p < 0.05).

Since leader autonomy was unrelated to both employee- and
leader-rated LMX, only the indirect effects of leader competence
and leader relatedness were calculated.
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TABLE 3 | Hierarchical regression results for the final model.

Leader-rated LMX Employee-rated LMX Employee’s psychological need satisfaction

B SE b SE b SE

Intercept 3.63*** 0.41 4.57*** 0.44 2.99*** 0.26

Leader gender −0.00 0.11 0.06 0.12 −0.02 0.06

Employee gender 0.07 0.12 −0.02 0.13 0.09 0.08

Leader tenure 0.01* 0.01 0.01* 0.00 0.00 0.00

Employee tenure 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 −0.00 0.00

SPOC 0.00 0.00 −0.01* 0.00 −0.00 0.00

Leader psychological need satisfaction 0.30*** 0.07 0.19*** 0.07 0.10** 0.04

Leader-rated LMX −0.03 0.03

Employee-rated LMX 0.35*** 0.02

Pseudo r2 lv1 0.11 0.01 0.24

Pseudo r2 lv2 0.29 0.09 0.03

Total r2 0.18 0.02 0.20

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
Total r2 = pseudo r2 level 1 × [1 − ICC(1)] + pseudo r2 level 2 × ICC(1), therefore only the total r2 (not the pseudo r2s) can be compared across models.

TABLE 4 | Monte Carlo mediation for leader psychological need satisfaction.

Effect b CI lower CI upper

Direct 0.10* 0.02 0.18

Indirect 0.07** 0.02 0.12

Total 0.17*** 0.08 0.25

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

Leader Competence
Monte Carlo simulations showed that the indirect effect of leader
competence on the employee autonomy was 0.11 (p < 0.05), 95%
CI [0.04; 0.18]. The indirect effect on employee competence was
0.04 (p < 0.01), 95% CI [0.01; 0.07] and the indirect effect on
employee relatedness was 0.09 (p < 0.001), 95% CI [0.03; 0.14].
See Tables 5, 6 and Figure 3 for the full results.

Leader Relatedness
The indirect effect of leader relatedness on employee autonomy
was 0.06 (p < 0.05), 95% CI [0.01; 0.12]. The indirect effect
on employee competence was 0.02 (p < 0.05), 95% CI [0.01;
0.05] and the indirect effect on employee relatedness was 0.05
(p < 0.01), 95% CI [0.01; 0.10]. See Tables 5, 6 and Figure 3 for
the full results.

DISCUSSION

This paper examined the trickle-down of leader psychological
need satisfaction via the dyadic process of LMX. Previous
research devoted attention to how “positive” leadership styles
and leader behaviors contribute to employee motivation and
performance (Antonakis and Day, 2017), while less attention has
been devoted to how a leader’s mindset influences employees
(Sauer and Kohls, 2011) or trickles down the organization
(Frazier and Tupper, 2018). Since leadership is an inherently
relational social influence process (Uhl-Bien, 2006), it is relevant
to study how exchanges with employees unfold (Cropanzano

et al., 2017) from a dyadic (Krasikova and LeBreton, 2012;
Gooty and Yammarino, 2011; Gooty et al., 2012; Tse et al.,
2018) and multilevel perspective (Schreurs et al., 2014; Batistič
et al., 2017). Our study was consistent with such perspectives
and also answered calls in the trickle-down field for more
work on the mediating mechanisms in the trickle-down process
(Wo et al., 2019) and the integration of SDT and LMX theory
(Andersen et al., 2020).

Theoretical Implications
Consistent with SDT, our results show that the leader
psychological need satisfaction predicted the employee
psychological need satisfaction. This is in line with studies
like Paas et al. (2020) that have observed a positive relationship
between psychological need satisfaction and positive leadership
behavior. In turn, the leader psychological need satisfaction also
influenced both leader-rated LMX and employee-rated LMX.
In other words, when leaders feel their psychological needs are
satisfied, they are motivated in the well-being and growth of
their employees in such a way that the overall LMX-quality,
both leader and employee perceptions of LMX prosper. In
line with the leadership perspective on psychological need
satisfaction (e.g., Breevaart et al., 2014b; Chiniara and Bentein,
2016; Decuypere and Schaufeli, 2020, 2021), LMX also predicted
the employee outcomes, i.e., employee psychological need
satisfaction. However, this was only true for employee-rated
LMX. Since psychological need satisfaction, like perceptions
of LMX-quality, can be seen as “private” events, best judged
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FIGURE 2 | Hierarchical regressions. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 | Hierarchical regressions per psychological need.

Leader-rated LMX Employee-rated LMX Employee autonomy Employee competence Employee relatedness

b SE b SE b SE b SE b SE

(Intercept) 3.52*** 0.47 4.16*** 0.49 2.44*** 0.46 2.16*** 0.41 3.93*** 0.49

Leader gender 0.03 0.11 0.11 0.11 −0.16† 0.09 0.02 0.09 0.13 0.09

Employee gender 0.03 0.12 −0.10 0.13 0.23† 0.12 −0.03 0.08 0.06 0.11

Leader tenure −0.01† 0.01 −0.01† 0.01 −0.00 0.00 −0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01

Employee tenure −0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 −0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

SPOC 0.00 0.00 −0.01 0.00 −0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.01∗ 0.00

Leader autonomy 0.04 0.06 −0.11† 0.07 0.02 0.06 −0.23*** 0.06 0.02 0.06

Leader competence 0.13 0.08 0.24 ∗ ∗ 0.09 0.05 0.07 0.88*** 0.06 0.05 0.07

Leader relatedness 0.16∗ 0.06 0.14∗ 0.07 0.03 0.06 −0.07 0.06 −0.02 0.06

Leader-rated LMX −0.07 0.04 −0.04 0.03 −0.09 0.04

Employee-rated LMX 0.42*** 0.04 0.15*** 0.03 0.33*** 0.04

Pseudo r2 lv1 0.13 0.04 0.13 0.42 0.15

Pseudo r2 lv2 0.27 0.35 0.19 0.19 0.12

Total r2 0.18 0.11 0.19 0.41 0.14

†p < 0.10; *p < 0.05;**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. Total r2 = pseudo r2 level 1 × [1 - ICC(1)] + pseudo r2 level 2 × ICC(1), therefore only the total r2 (not the pseudo r2s) can
be compared across models.

by self-report questionnaires (Conway and Lance, 2010;
Decuypere et al., 2018), we could have expected that employee
perceptions of LMX-quality are better associated with (self-rated)
employee outcomes than with leader perceptions. Likewise, only
employee-rated LMX mediated the trickle-down effect of leader
psychological need satisfaction on the employee psychological
need satisfaction. In addition, the control variables did indicate
a small association between leader tenure and LMX rated
by both parties. A higher SPOC, which limits the chances
of developing employee relationships, corresponded with a
lower employee-rated LMX. This was in line with previous
observations and theorizing (Graen and Scandura, 1987; Maslyn
and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Cogliser et al., 2009; Sin et al., 2009;
Schyns and Day, 2010). These findings lend support to our

hypotheses concerning both a direct trickle-down effect of leader
psychological need satisfaction, as well as an indirect effect
through employee-rated LMX. Therefore, this study answered
to calls on taking into account the underdeveloped leader
perspective on LMX (Schyns and Day, 2010). Moreover, by
taking a dyadic approach, we assured multiple perspectives on
the leader–employee professional relationship were incorporated
(Krasikova and LeBreton, 2012; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Schyns and Day,
2010; McCusker et al., 2019). Our results indicate that employee
LMX-perceptions could be more influential for employee
psychological need satisfaction.

Furthermore, we contribute to a more fine-grained
understanding of the trickle-down effect of separate
psychological needs by demonstrating some interesting patterns
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TABLE 6 | Monte Carlo mediation indirect effects per psychological need.

Model Indirect effect [CI] Total effect [CI] Mediation

Leader competence

/Employee-rated LMX/Employee autonomy 0.11** [0.04; 0.18] 0.16* [0.01; 0.31] Full

/Employee-rated LMX/Employee competence 0.04** [0.01; 0.07] 0.92*** [0.79; 1.04] Partial

/Employee-rated LMX/Employee relatedness 0.09** [0.03; 0.15] 0.14 [−0.01; 0.29] Full

Leader relatedness

/Employee-rated LMX/Employee autonomy 0.06* [0.01; 0.12] 0.08 [−0.03; 0.21] Full

/Employee-rated LMX/Employee competence 0.02* [0.01; 0.04] −0.04 [−0.16; 0.07] Full

/Employee-rated LMX/Employee relatedness 0.05* [0.01; 0.09] 0.03 [−0.08; 0.15] Full

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Leader-rated
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Leader 
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Leader 
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.14*
.13†

.24*

.42***

.88***

-.11†

FIGURE 3 | Hierarchical regressions per psychological need. †p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.

in our additional analysis of the separate need factors. First,
leader autonomy need satisfaction was not related to the leader-
rated LMX and only marginally (and negatively) associated
with employee-rated LMX. Most notably, leader autonomy
was associated with only one employee psychological need:
we found a negative relationship with employee competence.
This negative cross-domain influence is an unexpected finding.
Perhaps a higher perceived level of freedom and decision-
making latitude experienced by the leader is intimidating
for an employee, hampering employee confidence, and thus
lowering employee competence need satisfaction. Alternatively,
perhaps leaders in our research context who feel like they have

more decision-making freedom are somehow less inclined to
support and help their employees. Following this line of thought,
leaders who score high in autonomy need satisfaction may be
characterized more by a laissez-faire leadership style, which is
actually quite destructive for employees (Skogstad et al., 2007),
and may hamper employee development (and thus competence
need satisfaction).

Second, leader competence was both directly and indirectly
related to the employee’ psychological needs: it was positively
related to both employee competencies, as well as to the
employee-rated LMX. This indicates that leaders who feel
competent can increase the employees’ subjective feelings
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of competence. Perhaps leaders accomplish this by actually
providing support (e.g., training) to their employees; or perhaps
leaders who feel competent (and confident) themselves are simply
able to instill or inspire the same feeling of competence (and
confidence in abilities) in their employees. Leader competence
need satisfaction is also the only psychological need that trickles
down directly to employees. In addition, through increasing
the employee-rated LMX, leader competence need satisfaction
also influences all three employee needs indirectly. Again, this
shows that a leader who feels competent impacts employee need
satisfaction through enhanced employee relationships.

Third, leader relatedness was positively associated with
the leader-rated LMX and employee-rated LMX. Indirectly,
through its association with employee-rated LMX, leader
relatedness impacts all three employee needs, indicating the
importance of how connected a leader feels with employees
for employee outcomes. In sum, these additional analyses
revealed an important and rather unexpected research finding
that contributes to the literature and evokes further questions:
separate psychological needs do not necessarily follow the
same trickle-down path. Leaders’ autonomy only has a direct
influence, while leader competence both directly and indirectly
influences on the employees’ psychological need satisfaction.
Leader relatedness, then, only indirectly influences on the
employee needs. Furthermore, the additional analyses mostly
indicate the importance of leader competence need satisfaction
for employee psychological need satisfaction. A leader who feels
competent will enhance employee relatedness, autonomy, and
competence. Previous research indeed indicated all kinds of
negative employee effects in the absence of leader competence.
For example, a lack of self-perceived leader competence is related
to leader aggression (Fast and Chen, 2006). It will also enhance
the leaders’ stress, which has demonstrable effects on employee
stress and affective well-being (Skakon et al., 2010).

Limitations and Future Research
There are also some limitations to our research design that
provide opportunities for future research. First, despite our
multilevel and multisource data, our design was cross-sectional.
Therefore, the hypothesized associations were based solely on
theoretical deliberations. In addition, we cannot make actual
causal inferences based on our results. Specifically, this also
means that a trickle-up effect based on our model cannot be
excluded. Relatedly, LMX might take time to develop, and even
though we controlled for tenure at both levels, our cross-sectional
design does not take evolution over time into account (Lord,
2019; McCusker et al., 2019). Regrettably, our design does not
permit us to investigate the complex interplay of our focal
variables in a dynamic way. Daily differences in how leaders
feel may influence daily leader need satisfaction and trickle-
down to daily employee need satisfaction. Or daily differences
in employees’ need satisfaction may influence the leaders’ need
satisfaction via LMX perceptions, particularly if both parties had
a lot of contacts. Diary studies or experience sampling could be
an interesting future research avenue in order to explore these
effects (see e.g., Tims et al., 2011; Breevaart et al., 2014b; De
Gieter et al., 2017; Hetland et al., 2018), specifically with regards

to fluctuations in leaders’ psychological need satisfaction and the
effects on employees, as well as trickle-up influences. In addition,
future research could account for the effect of cultural differences
in the perceptions of LMX-agreement on certain aspects of leader
behavior (Karakitapoğlu-Aygün et al., 2021).

Second, our results indicate that there is a differential strength
of effects with regards to leader-rated variables and employee-
rated variables. Although this is to be expected, i.e., leader-
perceptions will be more important for leader outcomes and vice
versa, common rater bias cannot be entirely excluded.

Third, our specific research context, i.e., an elderly care home
in Flanders with a predominantly female staff, is a highly stressful
environment (Smith, 2014; Tahghighi et al., 2017; Chênevert
et al., 2019). It is also a quite specific environment and results may
not be generalizable. Future research could aim at replicating our
research results in different contexts.

Fourth, a leader–employee relationship does not form within
a vacuum; the larger team context matters a lot as well (see
e.g., Liang et al., 2021). One can argue that a leader may also
influence positive emotions or more general mood in the work
team; and the team members will also influence each other.
Research has, for example, shown that supportive leadership
fosters team-member exchange (TMX) (Kim et al., 2021); for
example, through supporting a general collegial atmosphere, or
through providing all the resources that teams need. In addition,
we would expect that TMX may be a more proximal influence
than LMX in contexts where leaders have a higher SPOC and
employees have more contact with team members. Relatedly,
TMX may also be more important in contexts where emotional
labor is necessary as well (Kang and Jang, 2022). Future research
may also want to take this into account.

Last, we also urge future researchers to dive into the
complex inter-relationships between different psychological
needs, especially in light of the unexpected results. Reverse
causality or “trickle-up” effects are also an interesting research
avenue (Wo et al., 2019) that can take into account the dyadic
effect of LMX; and therefore, the effect of employees can have on
leaders (Uhl-Bien, 2006).

Practical Implications
From a practical point of view, our results indicate that leader’s
psychological need satisfaction matters for leaders as well as
employees. Therefore, both leaders and their organizations have
a responsibility in supporting psychological need satisfaction.
Our results indicate that organizations should not only develop
practices and policies directly targeted to help those at the lowest
level in the organization succeed, but also for their leaders, as this
will naturally trickle down in the organization.

Overall, organizations should focus on increasing leaders’
competence (e.g., through more education or mentoring
programs) and relatedness (e.g., through more informal
gatherings or activities) since this will enhance well-being and
performance for leaders themselves (Deci and Ryan, 2000), as
well as trickle down to their employees. Specifically, we found
that leader competence was the only need that trickled down
directly to employees – indicating that leaders’ sense of effectivity
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at the work floor is of paramount importance and should
be higher on organizations’ agendas. Based on our findings,
we would also warn organizations for the potential negative
effects of leader autonomy on employee competence. Even
when leaders are granted autonomy that foster the fulfillment
of the autonomy need, leaders should still make sure that
employees feel competent and have access to all the training
and help, they may need. Furthermore, leaders may want
to focus on improving the relationship quality with their
employees, e.g., through increasing the opportunities for
(informal) positive exchanges.

In addition, our study also indicates the importance of leaders’
self-care and self-monitoring with regards to their psychological
needs: are they still feeling connected (i.e., relatedness need
satisfaction)? Is there something they feel insecure about and
could address (i.e., competence need satisfaction)? Management
books have long advocated for leader self-development and self-
care in order to be successful (Latham, 2018). Our research
indicates that this trickles down and is also important for
employees’ perceptions of the LMX quality, their psychological
need satisfaction, and, consequently, their success.

CONCLUSION

Despite psychological need satisfaction’s mounting prominence
in leadership literature, it has mostly been examined using a
single-level approach and as a consequence of leader behavior.
The present study has strived to address these shortcomings by
looking at how psychological needs satisfaction transfers from
leaders to employees through the influence of LMX processes.
In a study of Belgium nurse-leader dyads, the results confirmed
that psychological need satisfaction trickles down through how
employees rate their relationship with their leaders (LMX).
Further inspection demonstrated the discrepant influences for
the different psychological needs. While leader competence
directly influenced the employees’ need satisfaction, leader
relatedness only did so mediated by LMX. Overall, our research
contributes both to theoretical developments integrating need
satisfaction within the trickle-down paradigm, while also offering
suggestions for practice. From a theoretical point of view, this
study confirms that (1) psychological need satisfaction might
be an important element in determining how leaders act and
employees react to leaders, as well as (2) that LMX constitutes
an important mechanism underlying this phenomenon. From a

practical point of view, our results indicate that in their design
of organizational practices and policies organizations should
not only target employees, but also leaders’ competence and
relatedness, since such investments are likely to transmit to
employees through a trickle-down process.
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This study investigated the relationship between organizational culture types according
to Competing Values Framework (Clan, Adhocracy, Market, Hierarchy) and Knowledge
Management Processes (Creation, Dissemination, Storage, Application) using meta-
analytic path analysis. To produce the necessary pooled correlation matrix for model
testing, we used the univariate (r) approach to carry out two additional meta-analyzes.
Based on data collected from several research databases, we extracted the paired
correlation coefficients (r) among knowledge management processes (k = 32, N = 6835)
then the inter-correlations between knowledge management processes and culture
types (k = 7, N = 865). The findings revealed that no particular culture type has a
stronger effect on all KM processes. Clan, Adhocracy and Market have significant
but varying effects on Knowledge Management processes. Notably, the clan is more
associated with knowledge creation, while Adhocracy has a greater effect on knowledge
application, and market has a stronger effect on knowledge dissemination and storage.
However, hierarchical culture has an insignificant effect on knowledge creation and
the lowest effects on the rest of Knowledge Management processes. Therefore, the
study concluded that knowledge management success is determined by developing a
balanced portfolio of cultural traits from clan, adhocracy and market cultures.

Keywords: organizational culture, Competing Values Framework, knowledge management processes, meta-
analytic path-analysis, creation, dissemination, storage, application

INTRODUCTION

Every organization must adopt new management tools to compete and survive in the current
changing business environment. In today’s knowledge economy, organizations are knowledge and
learning systems, and the way they are learning and managing knowledge is reflected in the
way they are organized (Taylor and Oinas, 2006; Alam, 2019). Gottschalk (2005) argued that the
knowledge-based view of the firm suggests that organizational success depends on heterogeneous
knowledge flows and making suitable knowledge integration mechanisms to enhance market
response capabilities. This heterogeneity needs to be maintained over time because it explains
why an organization is different (Donate and Guadamillas, 2010; Cepeda-Carrion et al., 2017).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 856234225

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856234
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856234
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856234&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-30
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.856234/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-856234 May 28, 2022 Time: 10:32 # 2

Aichouche et al. Organizational Culture and Knowledge Management Processes

Therefore, knowledge management (KM) is commonly regarded
as a critical requirement for obtaining a competitive advantage
over competitors. However, organizations are still struggling
to find an effective way to successfully managing their
knowledge assets.

Recognizing that organizational culture (OC) plays a
significant role in KM success increases the enormity of the task.
Although numerous studies have addressed the impact of cultural
factors on KM practices, there are no widely generalizable results
(Jacks et al., 2012). In the literature, some scholars addressed
the association between certain cultural factors and one or more
KM processes. Jacks et al. (2012), for example, identified a range
of culture dimensions such as trust, control orientation, power,
obligation, and openness in their meta-analysis study. However,
others like (Devi et al., 2007) were more interested in studying
the effects of culture types according to the Competing Values
Framework (CVF), as this offers a practical assessment of OC and
a valuable tool to analyze OC in relationship to other variables.
Thus, such adoption could lead to a better understanding of the
OC-KM relationship.

Concerning KM processes, some studies were interested in
addressing the effect between OC types and a single KM process,
particularly knowledge sharing (Suppiah and Singh, 2011;
Andam, 2017; Memon et al., 2020) or with several KM processes
(Kangas, 2009; Chidambaranathan and Swarooprani, 2017).
Nevertheless, the results of these studies are still controversial.
There is no consensus regarding which culture type is appropriate
for KM practices.

The current study compiles prior research aiming to examine
and understand how OC types affect KM processes. In this regard,
this paper used meta-analytic structural equation modeling
(MASEM) to elucidate the impact of OC types, namely Clan,
Adhocracy, Market, and Hierarchy on KM processes (creation,
storage, dissemination, and application).

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: we briefly
review the existing topic literature. Then, we present the steps
of the meta-analytic path model method. The following section
provides the results of the empirical study of the relationship
between OC and KM processes and the path model fitting results.
The last section discusses the results and sets out the limitations
and future lines of research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Organizational Culture Types
Organizational Culture is one of the most significant subjects
in organizational behavior which has been studied and defined
variously (Ahmady et al., 2016). OC is typically defined as a set
of assumptions, symbols, organizational beliefs, routines, shared
language, and myths; it appears in the way people behave and
making sense (Lee J.-C. et al., 2016; Alam, 2019). Additionally,
OC is intrinsically linked to all facets of an organization’s
functioning, making it an ambiguous and difficult to quantify.
However, some attempts have been made to address this issue.
The Competing Values Framework (CVF) is a well-known
measurement tool, that offers a clear definition and a consistent

analytical framework of OC types. Cameron and Quinn (1999)
developed their CVF that consists of four OC types (Clan,
Adhocracy, Market and Hierarchy). The CVF is a well-designed
instrument that is used frequently and proved to be reliable and
valid in OC literature (Fong and Kwok, 2009).

Cameron and Quinn (2011) defined the Competing Values
Framework (CVF) as a two-dimensional area that reflects distinct
cultural types. First, the flexibility and discretion versus the
stability and control axis indicate if the organization focuses on
stability or change. The second-dimension deals with whether
the organization is externally or internally orientated. Based
on these two dimensions, CFV distinguishes four basic cultural
types: Clan, Adhocracy, Hierarchy and Market, each culture
type’s traits below.

Clan Culture
This culture is prevalent in organizations characterized by
teamwork and empowering people (Cameron and Quinn, 2011).
In this tribal, group, and family culture, the focus is on
making flexible internal organizations by engaging committed
and loyal employees (Allameh et al., 2011). Furthermore,
cohesion and employees satisfaction is more important within
these organizations than market and financial objectives
(Leal-Rodríguez et al., 2016).

Adhocracy Culture
This culture focuses on building up the organization’s ability to
respond to environmental changes. The organization is externally
oriented with a high level of flexibility. The main feature of
this culture is the spirit of entrepreneurship and developing new
products and services by ensuring unique resources (Cameron
and Quinn, 2011). In this “open system model,” organizations
are maneuvering successfully under ambiguity and uncertainty
(Machado and Davim, 2019).

Market Culture
Organizations with market culture pursue stability and, at the
same time, focus on external environment factors like customers,
regulators and suppliers to increase productivity and profitability
(Cameron and Quinn, 2011). Moreover, in this logical culture,
an organization as a market seeks through openness and external
focus to make various transactions to achieve a competitive edge
and productivity (Allameh et al., 2011; Gomezelj et al., 2011).

Hierarchy Culture
This culture type is characterized by concentration, formal rules
and the features of the bureaucratic organization. The procedures
and policies are well-coordinated and governed (Cameron and
Quinn, 2011). Hierarchy culture or “internal process model”
is establishing internal stability and organization control, while
the business environment is generally stable and anticipated
(Machado and Davim, 2019).

Knowledge Management Processes
Knowledge management (KM) is an essential tool in today’s
organizations. There is no unanimous definition in the ongoing
debate since KM is a complex and multidisciplinary concept.
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According to the process perspective, KM is defined and
measured by its processes (Alavi and Leidner, 2001). KM
is seen as an integrated approach, a complex and loop
process to facilitate knowledge-creating, capturing, distributing,
storing and using (Cepeda-Carrion et al., 2017; Dalkir, 2017).
Much of the research has focused on defining the main
processes of knowledge management. Jacks et al. (2012)
classifies the knowledge management cycle into four distinct
processes: knowledge creation, knowledge storage, knowledge
dissemination, knowledge application.

Organizational Culture Types and
Knowledge Management Processes
Researchers widely agreed on the importance of cultural factors
in the successful application of KM. Hence, OC is considered as
the preeminent complication in KM adoption (Akhavan et al.,
2014; Abdi et al., 2018). De Long and Fahey (2000) believed
that 80 percent of KM success is about cultural factors. OC
mainly defines how organization employees create, share and
use their knowledge (Chang and Lin, 2015; Abualoush et al.,
2018). According to De Long and Fahey (2000), OC determines
which knowledge is essential and why. It also establishes a
social interaction context and shapes the way organizational
knowledge is created.

Organizational Culture Types and Knowledge
Creation
Knowledge creation is a good primary answer to why firms
exist (Zaim et al., 2019). This process refers to an organization’s
ability to update or develop new content, to find better
ways of doing tasks more effectively, and to create new
knowledge through external sources (Alavi and Leidner, 2001;
Allameh et al., 2011). Thus, organizations that have developed
effective innovation mechanisms will have the best chance of
surviving in turbulent environments.

As illustrated above, adhocracy culture is characterized by
a creative workplace and a spirit of taking risks as key
values. Therefore, this culture supports creating knowledge
in the organization. Otherwise, Hierarchy as an antithesis of
Adhocracy is less likely to exist in creative firms. Kayworth
and Leidner (2004) argued that organizations with more control
and stability often would have difficulties in creating knowledge
rather than those seeking to be more flexible and ready to
change. While the literature provides convincing arguments
about the relationship between Adhocracy, Hierarchy and
creation, the effect of a clan or market culture is still largely
arguable (Naranjo-Valencia et al., 2016). As such, Mardiana
and Tjakratmadja (2016) argued that, in some cases, KM seeks
market culture which is suited to encouraging activities that
require innovation, since market culture is externally oriented,
and external knowledge is critical for innovation. Thus, this
typology provides a fertile environment for new ideas (Jantunen,
2005). However, Naranjo-Valencia et al. (2016) stated that
market culture also emphasizes stability and control, which may
prevent knowledge creation. Furthermore, Clan culture focuses
on teamwork attributes, and therefore, it may promote the

capability of knowledge creation through collaboration and trust
values (Alavi et al., 2005).

In general, we expect that all culture types except Hierarchy
will positively affect knowledge creation. We predict that the
effect of market culture will be lower than the effect of Adhocracy
and Clan. As a result, the hypotheses listed below were formulated
according to the theoretical framework shown in Figure 1.

H1a: Adhocracy, Clan and Market cultures have a positive effect
on knowledge creation, whereas the hierarchy culture has a
negative or weak effect.

H1b: Adhocracy and Clan will have a stronger positive
relationship with knowledge creation than market or
hierarchy culture.

Organizational Culture Types and Knowledge
Dissemination
Knowledge dissemination or sharing, as some authors use
these terms interchangeably (Lee V. H. et al., 2016). It
refers to the social interaction between employees of an
organization, which involves the exchange of individuals’
experiences, implicit and explicit knowledge, thoughts, and
suggestions (Castaneda and Ramírez, 2021).

Andam (2017) found no significant impact between
adhocracy, hierarchy cultures and knowledge sharing, while
clan and market cultures are positively correlated with embedded
knowledge sharing in the public sector. Considering that
organizations with a hierarchy culture tended to be a “closed
system,” Chang and Lin (2015) concluded that this culture type
does not support knowledge transfer because people are reticent
and not well-motivated. Consequently, the organizational
knowledge flow will be prevented. Tseng (2010) suggested that
Hierarchy is incompatible with socialization and internalization
and is an inconvenient selection for knowledge management
strategy, but it is suitable with combination and externalization.
Moreover, Sensuse et al. (2015) argued that hierarchy culture
obliges employees through formal procedures to disseminate
knowledge, whereas clan culture as a friendly workplace is
more appropriate for knowledge sharing. Alavi et al. (2005)
concur that an organization with a value of collaboration and
trust will improve employee readiness to share expertise, skills,
and knowledge. In Market culture, where competitiveness and
productivity are the central values, there are no specific obstacles
to knowledge sharing. However, this culture shapes a rigid
framework for determined and contractually rewarded forms of
knowledge sharing (Hendriks, 2004).

Generally, we expect that all culture types will positively
affect knowledge dissemination and sharing, but with varying
degrees. In this line, the relationships between culture types and
knowledge dissemination are hypothesized as follows:

H2a: Adhocracy, Clan and Market cultures will positively affect
knowledge dissemination, whereas the hierarchy culture will
have a negative or weak effect.

H2b: Adhocracy and Clan will have a stronger positive
relationship with knowledge dissemination than will a
market or a hierarchy culture.
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical framework.

Organizational Culture Types and Knowledge Storage
Knowledge storage is a process that includes many aspects,
such as archiving, classification, organizing and indexing
knowledge to promote access and exploitation for decision
making (Akhavan et al., 2014; Abualoush et al., 2018). In
addition, storing is necessary to provide the requisite knowledge
in time by enhancing organizational memory and knowledge
repositoriesı(Abualoush et al., 2018).

Kayworth and Leidner (2004) argued that organizations with
more control and stability created knowledge that could be
embedded in their daily routines, thus enhancing their storage
capabilities. On the contrary, organizations that seek flexibility
and agility culture will have more obstacles in embedding
knowledge because of the necessity of constant internal
adjustments due to changing environments. Accordingly, it is
expected that all types of culture affect the storage of knowledge,
but in varying proportions, where the impact is more the more
toward stability. The we can suggest the following hypotheses:

H3a: All organizational culture types (Clan, Adhocracy, Market,
Hierarchy) will positively affect Knowledge Storage.

H3b: Knowledge Storage will have a greater positive relationship
with Market and Hierarchy than with Adhocracy and Clan.

Organizational Culture Types and Knowledge
Application
Knowledge created within an organization is useless until
finding the appropriate ways to use it in different activities
and problem-solving situations (Ahmady et al., 2016; Abualoush
et al., 2018; Alam, 2019). Kayworth and Leidner (2004) noticed
that less attention was paid to this process than knowledge
sharing because they are closely relevant processes. Thus, similar
organizational cultures which support knowledge sharing will
logically promote knowledge application (Chang and Lin, 2015).
In addition, Kayworth and Leidner (2004) stated that firms with
open cultures would have a greater proclivity to apply knowledge

among their members than those with closed ones. Likewise,
Chang and Lin (2015) argued that the close system as one of
hierarchy culture traits does not help organizations use their
knowledge effectively.

In sum, it is expected that all culture types will positively
affect knowledge application, but with a weak positive effect of
hierarchy culture. The relationships between culture types and
knowledge application were hypothesized as follows:

H4a: All organizational culture types (Clan, Adhocracy, Market,
Hierarchy) will have a positive effect on Knowledge
Application.

H4b: Adhocracy, Clan, and market cultures will have stronger
positive relationships with Knowledge Application than
hierarchy culture.

The Suitable Culture Type(s) for
Knowledge Management Practices
Cameron and Quinn (2011) stated that over time, organizations
create a dominant organizational culture as they adapt and
respond to environmental challenges and changes. However,
some scholars argued that this scenario is rather an exception.
Rai (2011) claimed that it is unlikely to find an organization
characterized by only one culture type; in order to be effective,
it may need to meet all four sets of characteristics to be
balanced and perform well. Moreover, Hartnell et al. (2011)
suggested that identifying “a dominant” culture type may be
of limited utility because CVF’s four culture types do not fully
account for organizational culture’s bandwidth. In addition, the
management style reflects the cultural type and vice versa. Pasher
and Ronen (2011) argued that any “optimal management style”
and accordingly “culture type” had to be customized according to
each situation, considering that in some cases, organizations need
to pursue more internal control or reduce granted autonomy to
employees. Thus, it is quite important to explore which culture
types are appropriate for KM processes to understand how to
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establish the right culture to effectively manage knowledge and
enhance competitive superiority (Greenwood et al., 2011).

Studies that have examined the relationship between culture
types and KM processes have revealed some inconclusive results,
especially for Market and Hierarchy (stability and control
dimension). For example, hierarchy culture could be positively
correlated with KM processes (Devi et al., 2007; Allameh et al.,
2011) or negatively correlated (Biloslavo and Prevodnik, 2012;
Chidambaranathan and Swarooprani, 2017). Similarly, market
culture could have a negative association with KM processes
(Biloslavo and Prevodnik, 2012) or a positive association (Cheng
and Liu, 2008; Mubin and Latief, 2019).

On the other hand, there is a growing consensus regarding
the impact of clan and adhocracy cultures. According to the
CVF model, these two cultures foster flexibility and discretion;
hence, they are most likely to support KM. Keskin et al.
(2005) concluded that clan culture has approximately the same
positive effect as the adhocracy culture on tacit oriented KM
strategy. Moreover, Jacks et al. (2012) claimed that trust and
openness are the most important cultural traits that influenced
KM effectiveness, especially knowledge sharing. Thus, adhocracy
culture is more likely suitable for KM practices (Greenwood
et al., 2011). Finally, Mardiana and Tjakratmadja (2016) based
on a qualitative approach and scoring of 16 studies, found
that clan culture is typically more appropriate for KM. Their
findings remain unaffected even after including the results of
Chidambaranathan and Swarooprani (2017) and Mubin and
Latief (2019).

As a result, we propose that Clan and Adhocracy will be more
suitable for knowledge management.

H5. Clan and Adhocracy will be more suitable for knowledge
management practices.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

As research on a specific topic grows, researchers become
more interested in adopting meta-analysis (Bergh et al.,
2016). Although meta-analysis has gained wide acceptance in
management sciences, organizational behavior research and
other related domains (Geyskens et al., 2009; Rosopa and Kim,
2017), its application in these fields is still limited compared
to other research areas like clinical science (Sartal et al., 2021).
Meta-analysis is defined as the statistical analysis of previous
studies’ results on a particular topic; it is used to statistically
aggregate all results to achieve more conclusive results than a
single study could provide (Card, 2015; Rosopa and Kim, 2017).
This statistical approach provides the possibility of obtaining
information and statistics that help to generalize the results or
to explore new research trends.

In addition, structural equation modeling is well known as
a powerful statistical technique to estimate theoretical models.
However, it is acknowledged that results from one study are
usually insufficient to demonstrate a subject of interest (Cheung,
2021). Consequently, Meta-analytic structural equation modeling
(MASEM), resulting from the combination of meta-analysis
(MA) and structural equation modeling (SEM), provides a
unique and powerful statistical tool to test a set of relationships

(not just a single effect size) in the overall model and to assess its
goodness of fit using a larger sample size (Bergh et al., 2016).

Data Collection
Data collection is a critical step in constructing the pooled
correlations. First, we must determine the sample of prior studies
that investigated the relationships between the study variables:
OC and KM processes. In our study, we conducted three
meta-analyses to complete the necessary meta-analytic pooled
correlation for path analysis. The literature is reviewed to identify
the available meta-analyses results that could be used. When we
found more than one study, we used the last published study with
the largest number of investigated studies. So, we used the pooled
correlation matrix in Hartnell et al. (2019) study concerning the
relationships among culture types. Then, we carried out the two
other meta-analyses. The results of Hartnell et al. (2019) are
illustrated in Table 1.

To carry out the remaining meta-analyses, we conducted a
search of numerous electronic databases, namely SpringerLink,
Emerald, ProQuest, Science Direct, JSTOR, EBSCO and Google
Scholar, using the appropriate keywords. Concerning the
meta-analysis of the relationship between OC and KM, only the
studies used the same organizational culture measurement (Clan,
Adhocracy, Market, and Hierarchy), and the main knowledge
management processes (Knowledge creation, Knowledge storage,
Knowledge dissemination, Knowledge application) were selected.
Thus, the used keywords are: “corporate culture,” “organizational
culture,” “culture,” “organizational climate,” “Competing
Values Framework,” “Knowledge management,” “Knowledge
management processes.” So, only studies that reported the full
correlation matrix and were written in English and published in
peer-reviewed journals were chosen. Mainly, we extracted the
paired correlation coefficients (r) among KM processes from
the following studied (Fugate et al., 2009; Jiang and Li, 2009;
López et al., 2009; Andreeva and Kianto, 2011; Gomezelj et al.,
2011; Zwain et al., 2012; Fattahiyan et al., 2013; Ho et al., 2014;
Ooi, 2014; Donate and Sánchez de Pablo, 2015; Hegazy and
Ghorab, 2015; Tan and Chang, 2015; Wahba, 2015; Costa and
Monteiro, 2016; Lee V. H. et al., 2016; Martelo-Landroguez
and Cepeda-Carrión, 2016; Shaikh and Aktharsha, 2016; Tseng,
2016; Byukusenge and Munene, 2017; Chidambaranathan and
Swarooprani, 2017; Ode et al., 2017; Tongsamsi and Tongsamsi,
2017; Vangala et al., 2017; Abualoush et al., 2018; Alyoubi
et al., 2018; Ngoc-Tan and Gregar, 2018; Abbas and Sağsan,
2019; Al Ahbabi et al., 2019; Mubin and Latief, 2019; Ode
and Ayavoo, 2019; Zaim et al., 2019; Al-Emran et al., 2020).
The identified articles were 32 in total, with 6,835 as a sample
size. The last extracted bivariate correlations are between KM
processes and OC types; relatively few articles were identified.
We used the following studies (Cheng and Liu, 2008; Stock et al.,
2010; Allameh et al., 2011; Gomezelj et al., 2011; Biloslavo and
Prevodnik, 2012; Chidambaranathan and Swarooprani, 2017;
Mubin and Latief, 2019). In total, seven articles reported 16
different effect sizes, with 865 as a sample size.

Data Analysis
To conduct MASEM we adopted the univariate r approach,
also known as two-stage correlation-based MASEM, which is
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TABLE 1 | List of meta-analyses in the study.

Study relationships Source Meta-analytic correlation matrix−r/ρˆk/N

Culture types Already conducted Hartnell et al., 2019 Clan Adhocracy Market

Clan –

Adhocracy 0.49/0.59 67/10,551 –

Market 0.38/0.45 73/11,336 0.50/0.61 66/10,393 –

Hierarchy 0.39/0.49 60/10,839 0.27/0.35 59/10,346 0.41/0.52 61/11,107

KM processes To be conducted

OC types & KM processes To be conducted

r = sample size weighted mean correlation; k = number of studies; N = total simple size.

TABLE 2 | Meta-analytic results of the relationship between knowledge management processes.

Relationships k N −r CI95
LL UL

z value p value

Creation→ Dissemination 32 6835 0.590 0.532 0.642 15.644 0.000

Creation→ Storage 29 6510 0.494 0.424 0.559 11.887 0.000

Creation→ Application 31 6849 0.589 0.518 0.652 12.937 0.000

Dissemination→ Storage 27 6096 0.568 0.517 0.616 17.414 0.000

Storage→ Application 25 5934 0.561 0.467 0.642 9.706 0.000

Clan-→ Creation 7 865 0.439 0.173 0.646 3.111 0.002

Clan-→ Dissemination 7 865 0.368 0.058 0.614 2.307 0.021

Clan-→ Storage 6 494 0.298 0.023 0.531 2.121 0.034

Clan-→ Application 7 865 0.358 0.102 0.570 2.698 0.007

Adhocracy→ Creation 7 865 0.391 0.140 0.595 2.979 0.003

Adhocracy→ Dissemination 7 865 0.392 0.111 0.616 2.678 0.007

Adhocracy→ Storage 6 494 0.316 0.233 0.394 7.128 0.000

Adhocracy→ Application 7 865 0.361 0.168 0.527 3.551 0.000

Market→ Creation 7 865 0.349 0.123 0.540 2.972 0.003

Market→ Dissemination 7 865 0.395 0.068 0.645 2.341 0.019

Market→ Storage 6 494 0.330 0.078 0.542 2.541 0.011

Market→ Application 7 865 0.321 0.121 0.495 3.093 0.002

Hierarchy→ Creation 7 865 0.254 0.190 0.316 7.550 0.000

Hierarchy→ Dissemination 7 865 0.295 0.233 0.356 8.841 0.000

Hierarchy→ Storage 6 494 0.249 0.050 0.429 2.436 0.015

Hierarchy→ Application 7 865 0.294 0.231 0.354 8.801 0.000

k, number of studies; N, the total number of participants; CI95, 95% confidence intervals; LL, lower limit of CI95; UL, upper limit of CI95. −r sample size weighted
mean correlation.

popular in management studies and easy to use. Firstly, we
constructed the pooled correlation matrix from primary studies
by conducting several meta-analyses. This matrix is treated as
a covariance matrix, which will be used in the second stage to
fit the structural equation model by a standard SEM statistical
package such as Amos, Mplus and Stata (Jak and Cheung, 2020;
Cheung, 2021).

There are two different models in MASEM. In the fixed-effect
model, all studies share a true identical effect size. Conversely, in
the random effect model, it is assumed that every included study
may have its specific or different effect size due to differences
in measurement methods, sampling and other methodological
aspects (Borenstein et al., 2010; Cheung, 2015). Some studies
suggested that choosing a random effect model is a way to
deal with the heterogeneity problem. However, Borenstein et al.
(2010) stated that the test of heterogeneity is not a significant
indicator for choosing between the two models. Therefore, in
this study, we adopted a random effect analysis since it is

the best initial selection for conducting meta-analyses (Hartnell
et al., 2011) and there is an intention of generalizing the results
(Tufanaru et al., 2015).

Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software (CMA) V2.2 was used
to insert each paper’s r and sample size and convert all r values to
Fisher z values. After conducting all meta-analyses, the average
correlation coefficients of every two variables were inserted into
a pooled matrix (Table 2), then submitted into STATA to test the
hypothesized model using structural equation modeling.

RESULTS

Meta-Analytic Results
Table 2 presents the results of the overall meta-analysis of
bivariate correlations between study variables. It can be noticed
that all knowledge management processes are moderately
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correlated. Also, all correlation coefficients are significant because
all 95% confidence intervals exclude zero.

Table 3 summarizes the final pooled correlation matrix, which
is arranged from three meta-analyses. This matrix is necessary
for conducting path analysis. Average correlations between all
variables are positive and range from 0.249 (between hierarchy
and knowledge storage) to 0.590 (between knowledge creation
and dissemination), showing a range of small to large effects
according to Cohen (1988).

Path Model Results
Path analysis shown in Figure 2 was conducted to evaluate the
overall model and estimate the relationships between the study
variables using Stata v.15. First, we have to define the sample size
used in addition to the pooled correlation matrix. The harmonic
mean in these cases is usually used. According to Bergh et al.
(2016), harmonic mean is preferred compared to other options
such as the median and arithmetic mean. The harmonic mean of
all sample sizes 1,194 was used in the analyses. Preliminary results
of the first model showed inadequate fit indices (RMSEA = 0.409,
CFI 0.488, SRMR 0.148). Here, we can choose between two types
of modifications, whether adding pathways between knowledge
management processes or covariances.

It is broadly agreed that KM processes have a strong
interdependency (Biloslavo and Prevodnik, 2012). Thus, it is
difficult to establish any specific linear relationship between them.
Alavi and Leidner (2001) point out that there is no predominant
sequential effect between knowledge processes, implying that
there is no identical process with which we should always begin or

TABLE 3 | Pooled correlation matrix used in path analyses.

CREAT STOR DISS APPLI Clan Adhocracy Mark Hiera

CREAT 1

STOR 0.494 1

DISS 0.590 0.568 1

APPLI 0.589 0.561 0.618 1

Clan 0.439 0.298 0.368 0.358 1

Adhocracy 0.391 0.316 0.392 0.361 0.490 1

Market 0.349 0.330 0.395 0.321 0.380 0.500 1

Hierarchical 0.254 0.249 0.295 0.294 0.390 0.270 0.410 1

end. Hence, including new paths from one process to another one
will not be adequately justified. From this perspective, we made
seven modifications in total. First, we removed the path between
Hierarchy and creation since Hierarchy was not a significant
predictor of knowledge creation; then, we added six covariances
between the residuals of KM processes, as visualized in Figure 2.

The alternative model was tested with the following
results (the goodness of fit Chi-Square = 0.000, df = 0,
p-value = 1.00000 > 0.05 and RMSEA (Root mean squared error
of approximation) = 0.027 < 0.08, CFI = 1.000, Comparative
fit index TLI = 0.992, Tucker-Lewis index SRMR = 0). Thus,
the model tested is fit. Good fit indices indicated that meta-
analytic data support well our theoretical model. In addition,
covariance coefficients between OC types were positive and
statistically significant.

Table 4 summarizes the results of path analysis. All the
hypothesized paths were positive and significant (p-value < 0.01)
except for the effect of Hierarchy on knowledge creation. The
direct effects on knowledge creation are 0.30, 0.17, 0.15 for
Clan, Adhocracy and Market culture, respectively. Respecting the
same ordering of culture types, the direct effects on knowledge
dissemination are 0.17, 0.19, 0.21, and 0.08. Also, the direct
effects on knowledge storage are 0.13, 0.14, 0.18, and 0.07. Finally,
the direct effects on knowledge application are 0.18, 0.19, 0.11,
and 0.11. In addition, the values of R-squared were 0.25, 0.16,
0.24, and 0.20 for knowledge creation, storage, dissemination and
application, respectively.

DISCUSSION

This section combines the study findings in order to answer the
theoretical hypotheses outlined in the introduction.

First, and as expected, the relationships between all OC types
and knowledge creation are positive and significant except for
Hierarchy. As discussed above, Adhocratic organizations have an
innovative workplace and readiness for change market culture.
Biloslavo and Prevodnik (2012) stated that an organization may
find it more convenient and cost-effective to target external
knowledge sources for specific reasons. The study’s findings
comply well with several prior studies (Chidambaranathan and
Swarooprani, 2017; María del Rosario et al., 2017). Similarly, the

FIGURE 2 | Path analysis results.
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TABLE 4 | Standardized path coefficients for study direct relationships.

Relationships Estimate Std.Err z-value p-value

Clan→ Creation 0.30 0.029 10.22 0.000

Clan→ Dissemination 0.17 0.03 5.53 0.000

Clan→ Storage 0.13 0.03 4.13 0.000

Clan→ Application 0.18 0.03 5.81 0.000

Adhocracy→ Creation 0.17 0.03 5.42 0.000

Adhocracy→ Dissemination 0.19 0.03 5.53 0.000

Adhocracy→ Storage 0.14 0.03 4.31 0.000

Adhocracy→ Application 0.19 0.03 5.77 0.000

Market→ Creation 0.15 0.029 5.13 0.000

Market→ Dissemination 0.21 0.030 6.69 0.000

Market→ Storage 0.18 0.032 5.52 0.000

Market→ Application 0.11 0.031 3.62 0.000

Hierarchy→ Creation 0.03 0.036 1.36 0.172

Hierarchy→ Dissemination 0.08 0.025 6.69 0.000

Hierarchy→ Storage 0.07 0.028 2.65 0.008

Hierarchy→ Application 0.11 0.025 4.33 0.000

main model results showed that adhocracy and clan cultures are
more associated with knowledge creation. Thus, hypotheses H1a
and H1b were fully accepted.

Second, the results show that all OC types, except hierarchy
culture, positively affect knowledge dissemination. Therefore,
hypothesis H2a was fully confirmed, whereas hypothesis H2b was
partially supported. It has been noticed that clan, adhocracy,
and market cultures have approximately the same impact
(0.17, 0.19, 0.21) on knowledge dissemination. Although the
effects of clan and adhocracy cultures were expected, the
effect of market culture was somewhat surprising. One possible
explanation could be related to the benefits of its external
focus, which may enhance its ability to share knowledge with
external parties, this could have indirect effects on internal
knowledge dissemination. Furthermore, Oh and Han (2020)
concluded that this rational culture emphasizes productivity
and goal achievement, enhancing group and feedback learning
since it is linked more with explicit knowledge (Mardiana and
Tjakratmadja, 2016). This culture’s emphasis on traits like internal
stability may also enhance knowledge sharing.

Third, the positive relationships between OC types and
knowledge storage as outlined in H3a are also supported, while
hypothesis H3b is partially confirmed since market culture, unlike
Hierarchy, has a stronger effect than Clan or Adhocracy. Market
culture has a surprising effect on knowledge sharing, as seen
earlier, especially on explicit knowledge.

Fourth, H4a is confirmed in that all OC types positively
impact knowledge application, whereas H4b is partially accepted
because the impact of Adhocracy and Clan is greater than that
of Market and Hierarchy. Thus, the flexibility and discretion
dimension is more important in terms of knowledge application
than stability and control.

Finally, hypothesis (H5), which investigates the appropriate
organizational culture type for KM processes, is not fully
supported. The model results showed that Clan culture is
most closely related to knowledge creation, while Adhocracy
culture has a stronger effect on Knowledge application, and

market culture has a stronger effect on knowledge dissemination
and storage. Therefore, hypothesis H5 is not fully supported.
However, hierarchical culture, as expected, has the lowest impact
on all KM processes. Thus, this culture hinders KM since it is very
formalized and depends on strict procedures. This result aligns
with many prior studies such as Devi et al. (2007). However,
several studies like Nuñez Ramírez et al. (2016) found that
Hierarchy has a stronger effect on KM, as this type of culture
can be convenient in some cases. Mardiana and Tjakratmadja
(2016) mentioned that Hierarchy would be suitable in difficult
organizational conditions such as crisis time. In this sense, Felipe
et al. (2017) pointed out that hierarchy culture may produce a
temporary success in such time but will prevent the adaptation
and innovation ability in the long term.

Even though Clan and Adhocracy are known as suitable
culture types for KM practices, the study findings show that no
particular culture type among Clan, Adhocracy and Market has
more substantial effects on all KM processes. Thus, cultural traits
that include both flexibility and discretion or external focus and
differentiation are needed in the success of KM application. In
this vein, understanding an organization’s culture profile will
assist in determining the required improvements or changes
(Rostain, 2021). For instance, in the public sector, hierarchy
culture is naturally ingrained and hard to be eliminated, then
it should be balanced by the other culture types (Devi et al.,
2007). Therefore, the success of KM processes is determined
by the ability to develop a balanced portfolio of cultural traits
throughout the three cultural types. A strict tendency toward a
particular culture type within an organization should be avoided
as it is expected to affect KM negatively.

Additionally, the positive relationships between all KM
processes align with theory and agree well with existing studies.
Otherwise, Hartnell et al. (2011) argued that the positive
interrelationships between all culture types are not suitable with
CVF theory. It is presumed that clan culture will have a negative
or insignificant relationship with market culture and, similarly
to the association between adhocracy and hierarchy cultures.
Hartnell et al. (2019) found the same results in their meta-analytic
study. For Hartnell et al. (2011), this may result from the common
method bias problem. This case can be further understood and
analyzed in the model assessment step. We can investigate using
cross-loading matrix (among other ways) how one of the CVF
components is related to the others and if analyzing the common
method bias problem (many previous studies that adopted SEM
do not even report the results of this step) can give a reasonable
explanation. Although this is hard to be verified in our study, it
is an essential consideration for future studies, through the need
to verify the existence of this problem, especially in the phase of
measurement model assessment.

CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND
FUTURE RESEARCH

The purpose of the current study was to demonstrate the
effect of OC types on KM processes and add value to the
existing literature. The findings indicate that three OC types
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significantly affect KM processes but with various extents of effect
strength. Clan and adhocracy cultures are generally proper for
knowledge creation and application. In contrast, market culture
is more associated with knowledge dissemination and storage,
while Hierarchy is not preferred because of its weak effects.
The study findings suggest that there is no single culture type
that is entirely suitable for KM practices. These findings may
have some important implications in managerial practices. If an
organization is aware of the dominant culture’s characteristics
and its influence on KM processes, this may cause a better
understanding of which cultural traits are needed in order to
improve KM processes.

Our findings should be applied only to the specific aspects
investigated in this study. The first aspect relates to the
limitation of using meta-analysis in general and meta-analytic
path analysis in particular. A limitation of any meta-analysis
is its dependence on previously published primary research,
which may not contain sufficient or complete data (Earnest
et al., 2011). Another limitation of the finding is the limited
number of included studies. Likewise, the study results are limited
by adopting the MASEM approach. For instance, one of the
common shortcomings of the univariate r approach is treating the
correlation matrix the same as the covariance matrix to test the
model (Jak and Cheung, 2018). Consequently, further research
could compare the results with MASEM alternative approaches
such as generalized least squares (GLS).

The second aspect is regarding the limitations of the
study itself. Although numerous studies used CVF to
measure the organizational culture, relatively few used this
taxonomy in the relationship with KM processes. Thus, future
research should consider including more studies, and further
empirical research would be more beneficial to confirm the
results. In addition, several studies ignored the effect of
control variables inclusion. For instance, it is essential to
insert the environment characteristics or organization type as
control variables when studying a sample of different sector
organizations. Another significant control variable is firm age,
Gomezelj et al. (2011) stated that typically young organizations
tend to adopt market culture since innovation needs to be
stressed. Furthermore, the type of organization sector is an
important control variable since those numerous studies showed
that public organizations usually depend on hierarchy culture,
which may justify why hierarchy culture has a negligible effect on

KM processes. As a result, future studies should seek to address
this issue by using appropriate control variables.

Another point of criticism is that the CVF is unable to
categorize all aspects of culture (Hartnell et al., 2019). Future
work may examine the impact of cultural change if the
organization falls in-between (in the transition phase from one
type to another) due to competition or entering new markets.
This leads to the importance of studying the relationship
between an organization’s life cycle and adopting a particular
organizational culture type. As such, this study tried to shed
light on the organizational culture types and their relationship
with each KM process; it did not investigate why every culture is
dominant in an organization in the first place.

In addition, the study’s findings revealed that every
organization should be aware of its dominant cultural attributes
in order to make meaningful changes to improve necessary
KM processes. Nevertheless, cultural change is a challenging
task, which any organization cannot undertake. Park et al.
(2004) suggested that aligning the KM system with OC may be
more effective than striving to change the culture itself. This
suggestion needs further investigation if OC and KM have a
reciprocal relationship.
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Abbas, J., and Sağsan, M. (2019). Impact of knowledge management practices on

green innovation and corporate sustainable development: a structural analysis.
J. Clean. Prod. 229, 611–620. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.05.024

Abdi, K., Mardani, A., Senin, A. A., Tupenaite, L., Naimaviciene, J., Kanapeckiene,
L., et al. (2018). The effect of knowledge management, organizational culture
and organizational learning on innovation in automotive industry. J. Bus. Econ.
Manag. 19, 1–19. doi: 10.3846/jbem.2018.1477

Abualoush, S., Masa’deh, R. E., Bataineh, K., and Alrowwad, A. (2018). The role
of knowledge management process and intellectual capital as intermediary
variables between knowledge management infrastructure and organization
performance. Interdisc. J. Inf. Knowl. Manag. 13, 279–309. doi: 10.28945/4088

Ahmady, G. A., Nikooravesh, A., and Mehrpour, M. (2016). Effect of organizational
culture on knowledge management based on denison model. Proc. Soc. Behav.
Sci. 230, 387–395. doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.09.049

Akhavan, P., Sanjaghi, M., Rezaeenour, J., and Ojaghi, H. (2014). Examining
the relationships between organizational culture, knowledge management, and
environmental responsiveness capability. VINE 44, 228–248. doi: 10.2139/ssrn.
2466380

Al Ahbabi, S. A., Singh, S. K., Balasubramanian, S., and Gaur, S. S. (2019). Employee
perception of impact of knowledge management processes on public sector
performance. J. Knowl. Manag. 23, 351–373. doi: 10.1186/s12913-016-1423-5

Alam, S. (2019). Effect of organizational culture on the knowledge management
practices in private sector universities of pakistan: mediating role of trust. IBT
J. Bus. Stud. 15, 193–205. doi: 10.46745/ilma.jbs.2019.15.01.16

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 856234233

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.05.024
https://doi.org/10.3846/jbem.2018.1477
https://doi.org/10.28945/4088
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.09.049
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2466380
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2466380
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-016-1423-5
https://doi.org/10.46745/ilma.jbs.2019.15.01.16
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-856234 May 28, 2022 Time: 10:32 # 10

Aichouche et al. Organizational Culture and Knowledge Management Processes

Alavi, M., and Leidner, D. E. (2001). Knowledge management and knowledge
management systems: conceptual foundations and research issues. MIS Q. 25,
107–136. doi: 10.2307/3250961

Alavi, M., Kayworth, T. R., and Leidner, D. E. (2005). An empirical examination
of the influence of organizational culture on knowledge management practices.
J. Manag. Inf. Syst. 22, 191–224. doi: 10.2753/mis0742-1222220307

Al-Emran, M., Mezhuyev, V., and Kamaludin, A. (2020). Towards a conceptual
model for examining the impact of knowledge management factors on mobile
learning acceptance. Technol. Soc. 61:101247.

Allameh, M., Zamani, M., and Davoodi, S. M. R. (2011). The relationship between
organizational culture and knowledge management. Proc. Comput. Sci. 3, 1224–
1236. doi: 10.1016/j.procs.2010.12.197

Alyoubi, B., Hoque, M. R., Alharbi, I., Alyoubi, A., and Almazmomi, N. (2018).
Impact of knowledge management on employee work performance: evidence
from saudi arabia. Int. Technol. Manag. Rev. 7, 13–24. doi: 10.2991/itmr.7.1.2

Andam, F. (2017). Knowledge sharing: exploring the links to organizational
culture. Int. J. Health Econ. Policy 2, 16–26.

Andreeva, T., and Kianto, A. (2011). Knowledge processes, knowledge-intensity
and innovation: a moderated mediation analysis. J. Knowl. Manag. 15, 1016–
1034. doi: 10.1108/13673271111179343

Bergh, D. D., Aguinis, H., Heavey, C., Ketchen, D. J., Boyd, B. K., Su, P., et al.
(2016). Using meta-analytic structural equation modeling to advance strategic
management research: guidelines and an empirical illustration via the strategic
leadership-performance relationship. Strateg. Manag. J. 37, 477–497. doi: 10.
1002/smj.2338

Biloslavo, R., and Prevodnik, M. (2012). “Impact of organizational culture on
knowledge management in higher education,” in Organizational Learning and
Knowledge: Concepts, Methodologies, Tools and Applications (Hershey, PA: IGI
Gobal), 1721–1748. doi: 10.4018/978-1-60960-783-8.ch506

Borenstein, M., Hedges, L. V., Higgins, J. P. T., and Rothstein, H. R. (2010). A basic
introduction to fixed-effect and random-effects models for meta-analysis. Res.
Synth. Methods 1, 97–111. doi: 10.1002/jrsm.12

Byukusenge, E., and Munene, J. C. (2017). Knowledge management and business
performance: does innovation matter? Cogent Bus. Manag. 4:796. doi: 10.1080/
23311975.2017.1368434

Cameron, K. S., and Quinn, R. E. (1999). Diagnosing and Changing Organizational
Culture: Based on the Competing Values Framework. Boston, MA: Addison-
Wesley Publishing.

Cameron, K. S., and Quinn, R. E. (2011). Diagnosing and Changing Organizational
Culture: Based on the Competing Values Framework, 3rd Edn. Hoboken, NJ:
John Wiley & Sons.

Card, N. A. (2015). Applied Meta-Analysis for Social Science Research. New York,
NY: Guilford Publications.

Castaneda, D. I., and Ramírez, C. A. (2021). Cultural values and knowledge sharing
in the context of sustainable organizations. Sustainability 13:7819. doi: 10.3390/
su13147819

Cepeda-Carrion, I., Martelo-Landroguez, S., Leal-Rodríguez, A. L., and Leal-
Millán, A. (2017). Critical processes of knowledge management: an approach
toward the creation of customer value. Eur. Res. Manag. Bus. Econ. 23, 1–7.
doi: 10.1016/j.iedeen.2016.03.001

Chang, C. L.-h, and Lin, T.-C. (2015). The role of organizational culture in the
knowledge management process. J. Knowl. Manag. 19, 433–455. doi: 10.1108/
JKM-08-2014-0353

Cheng, E. Y., and Liu, Y. L. (2008). Adoption of knowledge management
technologies and organizational culture: an exploratory study. J. Inf. Knowl.
Manag. 7, 15–29. doi: 10.1142/s0219649208001944

Cheung, M. W.-L. (2015). Meta-Analysis: A Structural Equation Modeling
Approach. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

Cheung, M. W.-L. (2021). Meta-Analytic Structural Equation Modeling.
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Business and Management. Oxford:
Oxford University Press. doi: 10.1093/acrefore/9780190224851.
013.225

Chidambaranathan, K., and Swarooprani, B. S. (2017). Analyzing the relationship
between organizational culture and knowledge management dimensions in
higher education libraries. J. Librariansh. Inf. Sci. 49, 57–68. doi: 10.1177/
0961000615622678

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. Inc.

Costa, V., and Monteiro, S. (2016). Knowledge processes, absorptive capacity and
innovation: a mediation analysis. Knowl. Process Manag. 23, 207–218. doi:
10.1002/kpm.1507

Dalkir, K. (2017). Knowledge Management in Theory and Practice. Cambridge, MA:
MIT press.

De Long, D. W., and Fahey, L. (2000). Diagnosing cultural barriers to knowledge
management. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 14, 113–127. doi: 10.5465/ame.2000.
3979820

Devi, R., Chong, S. C., and Lin, B. (2007). Organizational culture and km processes
from the perspective of an institution of higher learning. Int. J. Manag. Educ. 1,
57–79. doi: 10.1504/ijmie.2007.014377

Donate, M. J., and Guadamillas, F. (2010). The effect of organizational culture on
knowledge management practices and innovation. Knowl. Process Manag. 17,
82–94. doi: 10.1002/kpm.344

Donate, M. J., and Sánchez de Pablo, J. D. (2015). The role of knowledge-oriented
leadership in knowledge management practices and innovation. J. Bus. Res. 68,
360–370. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.06.022

Earnest, D. R., Allen, D. G., and Landis, R. S. (2011). Mechanisms linking realistic
job previews with turnover: a meta-analytic path analysis. Pers. Psychol. 64,
865–897. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.2011.01230.x

Fattahiyan, S., Hoveida, R., Siadat, S. A., and Talebi, H. (2013). The
relationship between knowledge management enablers, processes resources and
organizational performance in universities (case study: selected universities of
the isfahan province). Int. J. Educ. Res. 11, 1–14.

Felipe, C. M., Roldán, J. L., and Leal-Rodríguez, A. L. (2017). Impact of
organizational culture values on organizational agility. Sustainability 9:2354.
doi: 10.3390/su9122354

Fong, P. S., and Kwok, C. W. (2009). Organizational culture and knowledge
management success at project and organizational levels in contracting firms.
J. Construct. Eng. Manag. 135, 1348–1356. doi: 10.1061/(asce)co.1943-7862.
0000106

Fugate, B. S., Stank, T. P., and Mentzer, J. T. (2009). Linking improved knowledge
management to operational and organizational performance. J. Operat. Manag.
27, 247–264. doi: 10.1016/j.jom.2008.09.003

Geyskens, I., Krishnan, R., Steenkamp, J.-B. E. M., and Cunha, P. V. (2009).
A review and evaluation of meta-analysis practices in management research.
J. Manag. 35, 393–419. doi: 10.1177/0149206308328501

Gomezelj, D. O., Biloslavo, R., and Trnavcevic, A. (2011). Knowledge management
and organizational culture in higher education institutions. J. East Eur. Manag.
Stud. 16, 111–139.

Gottschalk, P. (2005). Strategic Knowledge Management Technology. Hershey, PA:
Idea Group Publishing.

Greenwood, R. A., Jones, M., Mujtaba, B., and Williams, A. (2011). Organizational
culture types and knowledge management in US manufacturing firms. J. Knowl.
Manag. Pract. 12:66.

Hartnell, C. A., Ou, A. Y., and Kinicki, A. (2011). Organizational culture and
organizational effectiveness: a meta-analytic investigation of the competing
values framework’s theoretical suppositions. J. Appl. Psychol. 96, 677–694. doi:
10.1037/a0021987

Hartnell, C. A., Ou, A. Y., Kinicki, A. J., Choi, D., and Karam, E. P. (2019).
A meta-analytic test of organizational culture’s association with elements of
an organization’s system and its relative predictive validity on organizational
outcomes. J. Appl. Psychol. 104, 832–850. doi: 10.1037/apl0000380

Hegazy, F., and Ghorab, K. (2015). The effect of knowledge management processes
on organizational business processes’ and employees’ benefits in an academic
institution’s portal environment. Commun. IBIMA 2015, 1–32. doi: 10.5171/
2015.928262

Hendriks, P. H. (ed.) (2004). Assessing the Role of Culture in Knowledge Sharing.
Nijmegen: Radboud Repository of the Radboud University.

Ho, C.-F., Hsieh, P.-H., and Hung, W.-H. (2014). Enablers and processes for
effective knowledge management. Industr. Manag. Data Syst. 114, 734–754.
doi: 10.1108/IMDS-08-2013-0343

Jacks, T., Wallace, S., and Nemati, H. (2012). Impact of culture on knowledge
management: a meta-analysis and framework. J. Glob. Inf. Technol. Manag. 15,
8–42. doi: 10.1080/1097198x.2012.10845622

Jak, S., and Cheung, M. W.-L. (2018). Accounting for missing correlation
coefficients in fixed-effects masem. Multivariate Behav. Res. 53, 1–14. doi: 10.
1080/00273171.2017.1375886

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 856234234

https://doi.org/10.2307/3250961
https://doi.org/10.2753/mis0742-1222220307
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2010.12.197
https://doi.org/10.2991/itmr.7.1.2
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111179343
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2338
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2338
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-60960-783-8.ch506
https://doi.org/10.1002/jrsm.12
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2017.1368434
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2017.1368434
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13147819
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13147819
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iedeen.2016.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-08-2014-0353
https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-08-2014-0353
https://doi.org/10.1142/s0219649208001944
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190224851.013.225
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190224851.013.225
https://doi.org/10.1177/0961000615622678
https://doi.org/10.1177/0961000615622678
https://doi.org/10.1002/kpm.1507
https://doi.org/10.1002/kpm.1507
https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2000.3979820
https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2000.3979820
https://doi.org/10.1504/ijmie.2007.014377
https://doi.org/10.1002/kpm.344
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.06.022
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2011.01230.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/su9122354
https://doi.org/10.1061/(asce)co.1943-7862.0000106
https://doi.org/10.1061/(asce)co.1943-7862.0000106
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jom.2008.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206308328501
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021987
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021987
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000380
https://doi.org/10.5171/2015.928262
https://doi.org/10.5171/2015.928262
https://doi.org/10.1108/IMDS-08-2013-0343
https://doi.org/10.1080/1097198x.2012.10845622
https://doi.org/10.1080/00273171.2017.1375886
https://doi.org/10.1080/00273171.2017.1375886
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-856234 May 28, 2022 Time: 10:32 # 11

Aichouche et al. Organizational Culture and Knowledge Management Processes

Jak, S., and Cheung, M. W.-L. (2020). Meta-analytic structural equation modeling
with moderating effects on sem parameters. Psychol. Methods 25:430. doi: 10.
1037/met0000245

Jantunen, A. (2005). Knowledge-processing capabilities and innovative
performance: an empirical study. Eur. J. Innov. Manag0 8, 336–349.
doi: 10.1108/14601060510610199

Jiang, X., and Li, Y. (2009). An empirical investigation of knowledge management
and innovative performance: the case of alliances. Res. Policy 38, 358–368.
doi: 10.1016/j.respol.2008.11.002

Kangas, L. M. (2009). Assessing the value of the relationship between
organizational culture types and knowledge management initiatives.
J. Leadersh. Stud. 3, 29–38. doi: 10.1002/jls.20093

Kayworth, T., and Leidner, D. (2004). “Organizational culture as a knowledge
resource,” in Handbook on Knowledge Management, ed. C. W. Holsapple
(Berlin: Springer).

Keskin, H., Akgün, A. E., Günsel, A., and Ýmamoðlu, S. Z. (2005). The
relationships between adhocracy and clan cultures and tacit oriented km
strategy. J. Transnatl. Manag. 10, 39–53. doi: 10.1300/j482v10n03_04

Leal-Rodríguez, A. L., Ariza-Montes, J. A., Morales-Fernández, E. J., and Eldridge,
S. (2016). Assessing the links between organizational cultures and unlearning
capability: evidence from the spanish automotive components industry. Int. J.
Innov. Learn. 20, 422–436. doi: 10.1504/ijil.2016.10000466

Lee, J.-C., Shiue, Y.-C., and Chen, C.-Y. (2016). Examining the impacts of
organizational culture and top management support of knowledge sharing
on the success of software process improvement. Comput. Hum. Behav. 54,
462–474. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2015.08.030

Lee, V. H., Foo, A. T. L., Leong, L. Y., and Ooi, K. B. (2016). Can competitive
advantage be achieved through knowledge management? A case study on smes.
Expert Syst. Appl. 65, 136–151. doi: 10.1016/j.eswa.2016.08.042

López, S. P., Peón, J. M. M., and Ordás, C. J. V. (2009). “Information technology
as an enabler of knowledge management: an empirical analysis,” in Annals
of Information Systems. Knowledge Management and Organizational Learning,
Vol. 4, ed. W. R. King (New York, NY: Springer), 111–129. doi: 10.1007/978-1-
4419-0011-1_8

Machado, C., and Davim, J. P. (2019). Management Science. New York, NY:
Springer International Publishing, doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-13229-3

Mardiana, S., and Tjakratmadja, J. H (eds). (2016). “Exploring the linkage between
knowledge management and organizational culture: a study of literature,” in
Proceedings of the Widyatama International Seminar on Sustainability (WISS),
Bandung.

María del Rosario, R.-S., Patricia, S. S.-M., and René, D.-P. (2017). Eco-innovation
and organizational culture in the hotel industry. Int. J. Hosp. Manag. 65, 71–80.
doi: 10.1016/j.ijhm.2017.06.001

Martelo-Landroguez, S., and Cepeda-Carrión, G. (2016). How knowledge
management processes can create and capture value for firms? Knowl. Manag.
Res. Pract. 14, 423–433. doi: 10.1057/s41267-020-00373-3

Memon, S. B., Qureshi, J. A., and Jokhio, I. A. (2020). The role of organizational
culture in knowledge sharing and transfer in pakistani banks: a qualitative
study. Glob. Bus. Organ. Excell. 39, 45–54. doi: 10.1002/joe.21997

Mubin, C., and Latief, Y. (2019). Organizational culture influence on
implementation of knowledge management and quality management system
for improving indonesian construction companies’ performances. IOP Conf.
Ser. Mater. Sci. Eng. 508:12037. doi: 10.1088/1757-899X/508/1/012037

Naranjo-Valencia, J. C., Jiménez-Jiménez, D., and Sanz-Valle, R. (2016). Studying
the links between organizational culture, innovation, and performance in
spanish companies. Rev. Latinoam. Psicol. 48, 30–41. doi: 10.1016/j.rlp.2015.
09.009

Ngoc-Tan, N., and Gregar, A. (2018). Impacts of knowledge management on
innovations in higher education institutions: an empirical evidence from
vietnam. Econ. Sociol. 11, 301–320. doi: 10.14254/2071-789x.2018/11-3/18

Nuñez Ramírez, M. A., Wendlandt Amezaga, T. R., and Álvarez Medina,
M. T. (2016). The relationship between organizational culture and knowledge
management in tequila companies from mexico. Int. J. Adv. Corp. Learn. 9:44.
doi: 10.3991/ijac.v9i1.5748

Ode, E., and Ayavoo, R. (2019). The mediating role of knowledge application in the
relationship between knowledge management practices and firm innovation.
J. Innov. Knowl. 5, 210–218. doi: 10.1016/j.jik.2019.08.002

Ode, E., Rigby, J., and Proudlove, N. (2017). How Knowledge Management Processes
Increase Customer Value and Firm Performance Through Value Co-Creation.
Manchester: The University of Manchester.

Oh, S. Y., and Han, H. S. (2020). Facilitating organizational learning activities:
types of organizational culture and their influence on organizational learning
and performance. Knowl. Manag. Res. Pract. 18, 1–15. doi: 10.1080/14778238.
2018.1538668

Ooi, K.-B. (2014). Tqm: a facilitator to enhance knowledge management? A
structural analysis. Expert Syst. Appl. 41, 5167–5179. doi: 10.1016/j.eswa.2014.
03.013

Park, H., Ribiere, V., and Schulte, W. D. (2004). Critical attributes of organizational
culture that promote knowledge management technology implementation
success. J. Knowl. Manag. 8, 106–117. doi: 10.1108/13673270410541079

Pasher, E., and Ronen, T. (2011). The Complete Guide to Knowledge Management:
A Strategic Plan to Leverage Your Company’s Intellectual Capital. Hoboken, NJ:
John Wiley & Sons.

Rai, R. K. (2011). Knowledge management and organizational culture: a
theoretical integrative framework. J. Knowl. Manag. 15, 779–801. doi: 10.1108/
13673271111174320

Rosopa, P. J., and Kim, B. (2017). Robustness of statistical inferences using linear
models with meta-analytic correlation matrices. Hum. Resour. Manag. Rev. 27,
216–236. doi: 10.1016/j.hrmr.2016.09.012

Rostain, M. (2021). The impact of organizational culture on entrepreneurial
orientation: a meta-analysis. J. Bus. Ventur. Insights 15:e00234. doi: 10.1016/j.
jbvi.2021.e00234

Sartal, A., González-Loureiro, M., and Vázquez, X. H. (2021). Meta-analyses in
management: what can we learn from clinical research? BRQ Bus. Res. Q. 24,
91–111. doi: 10.1177/2340944420916310

Sensuse, D. I., Cahyaningsih, E., and Wibowo, W. C. (2015). Knowledge
management: organizational culture in indonesian government human capital
management. Proc. Comput. Sci. 72, 485–494. doi: 10.1016/j.procs.2015.12.130

Shaikh, A. A. I., and Aktharsha, U. S. (2016). Influence of knowledge management
processes on organizational performance in service sector: an empirical study.
Int. J. Bus. Manag. Invent. 5, 28–35.

Stock, G. N., McFadden, K. L., and Gowen, C. R. (2010). Organizational culture,
knowledge management, and patient safety in U.S. Hospitals. Qual. Manag. J.
17, 7–26. doi: 10.1080/10686967.2010.11918267

Suppiah, V., and Singh, S. M. (2011). Organizational culture’s influence on tacit
knowledge-sharing behaviour. J. Knowl. Manag. 15, 462–477. doi: 10.1108/
13673271111137439

Tan, C. L., and Chang, Y. P. (eds) (2015). “Knowledge management processes
affect creativity: evidences from R&D engineers working in Malaysia ODM
Companies,” in Proceedings of the AIBSEAR Penang Conference, Penang.

Taylor, M., and Oinas, P. (2006). Understanding the Firm: Spatial and
Organizational Dimensions. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Tongsamsi, K., and Tongsamsi, I. (2017). Instrument development for assessing
knowledge management of quality assurers in rajabhat universities, thailand.
Kasetsart J. Soc. Sci. 38, 111–116. doi: 10.1016/j.kjss.2016.03.005

Tseng, S. (2010). The effects of hierarchical culture on knowledge management
processes. Manag. Res. Rev. 33, 827–839. doi: 10.1108/0140917101106
5635

Tseng, S. (2016). The effect of knowledge management capability and customer
knowledge gaps on corporate performance. J. Enterp. Inf. Manag. 29, 51–71.
doi: 10.1108/JEIM-03-2015-0021

Tufanaru, C., Munn, Z., Stephenson, M., and Aromataris, E. (2015). Fixed or
random effects meta-analysis? Common methodological issues in systematic
reviews of effectiveness. Int. J. Evid. Based Healthc. 13, 196–207. doi: 10.1097/
XEB.0000000000000065

Vangala, R. N. K., Banerjee, A., and Hiremath, B. N. (2017). An association
between information and communication technology and agriculture
knowledge management process in indian milk co-operatives and non-profit
organizations: an empirical analysis. arXiv [Preprint] ArXiv:1702.03621

Wahba, M. (2015). The impact of organizational structure on knowledge
management processes in egyptian context. J. Dev. Areas 49, 275–292. doi:
10.1353/jda.2015.0173

Zaim, H., Muhammed, S., and Tarim, M. (2019). Relationship between knowledge
management processes and performance: critical role of knowledge utilization

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 856234235

https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000245
https://doi.org/10.1037/met0000245
https://doi.org/10.1108/14601060510610199
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2008.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.20093
https://doi.org/10.1300/j482v10n03_04
https://doi.org/10.1504/ijil.2016.10000466
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.08.030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eswa.2016.08.042
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-0011-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-0011-1_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-13229-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhm.2017.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-020-00373-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/joe.21997
https://doi.org/10.1088/1757-899X/508/1/012037
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rlp.2015.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rlp.2015.09.009
https://doi.org/10.14254/2071-789x.2018/11-3/18
https://doi.org/10.3991/ijac.v9i1.5748
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jik.2019.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/14778238.2018.1538668
https://doi.org/10.1080/14778238.2018.1538668
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eswa.2014.03.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eswa.2014.03.013
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673270410541079
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111174320
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111174320
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2016.09.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbvi.2021.e00234
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbvi.2021.e00234
https://doi.org/10.1177/2340944420916310
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2015.12.130
https://doi.org/10.1080/10686967.2010.11918267
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111137439
https://doi.org/10.1108/13673271111137439
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.kjss.2016.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1108/01409171011065635
https://doi.org/10.1108/01409171011065635
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEIM-03-2015-0021
https://doi.org/10.1097/XEB.0000000000000065
https://doi.org/10.1097/XEB.0000000000000065
https://doi.org/10.1353/jda.2015.0173
https://doi.org/10.1353/jda.2015.0173
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-856234 May 28, 2022 Time: 10:32 # 12

Aichouche et al. Organizational Culture and Knowledge Management Processes

in organizations. Knowl. Manag. Res. Pract. 17, 24–38. doi: 10.1080/14778238.
2018.1538669

Zwain, A. A. A., Lim, K. T., and Othman, S. N. (eds). (2012). “Knowledge
management and academic performance: an empirical study of Iraqi HEIs,” in
Proceedings of the Knowledge Management International Conference, Malaysia.

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of

the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Aichouche, Chergui, Brika, El Mezher, Musa and
Laamari. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s)
and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No
use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with
these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 856234236

https://doi.org/10.1080/14778238.2018.1538669
https://doi.org/10.1080/14778238.2018.1538669
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 722214

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 31 May 2022

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.722214

Edited by: 
Osman Titrek,  

Sakarya University, Turkey

Reviewed by: 
Elmar Nass,  

Philosophisch-Theologische  
Hochschule SVD St. Augustin, 

Germany
 Aan Komariah,  

Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia, 
Indonesia

 Neuza Ribeiro,  
Instituto Politécnico de Leiria, 

Portugal
 Oyeniyi Samuel Olaniyan,  

University of Bergen, Norway

*Correspondence: 
Eunmi Jang  

dear.mary@honam.ac.kr

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to  

Positive Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 08 June 2021
Accepted: 29 March 2022

Published: 31 May 2022

Citation:
Jang E (2022) Authentic Leadership 

and Task Performance via 
Psychological Capital: The 

Moderated Mediation Role of 
Performance Pressure.

Front. Psychol. 13:722214.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.722214

Authentic Leadership and Task 
Performance via Psychological 
Capital: The Moderated Mediation 
Role of Performance Pressure
Eunmi Jang *

College of Business, Honam University, Gwangju, South Korea

Authentic leadership has received significant academic attention. It is now imperative to 
understand how authentic leadership’s effectiveness varies in different situations or 
conditions, which is vital to reestablishing it as an independent leadership theory. To this 
end, this study aims to verify the positive influence of authentic leadership on the task 
performance of members within an organization. Further, it seeks to confirm the situations 
that moderate the relationship between authentic leadership and task performance. 
Specifically, the mediating mechanism of psychological capital in this relationship, the 
moderating effect of performance pressure on the relationship between authentic 
leadership and psychological capital, and the moderated mediating effect are demonstrated. 
This study used a time-lagged survey to test the hypotheses; two online surveys were 
staggered by 1 month and completed by 485 participants in South Korea. The empirical 
analysis confirmed all the proposed hypotheses. First, authentic leadership was positively 
related to task performance. Second, psychological capital had a mediating effect on the 
relationship between authentic leadership and task performance. Third, task performance 
pressure was negatively related to the relationship between authentic leadership and 
psychological capital. Specifically, the strength of the indirect effect increased as the 
employee performance pressure decreased. Based on these results, various theoretical 
and practical implications are suggested for the extended application of the authentic 
leadership theory in organizations and future research directions are proposed.

Keywords: authentic leadership, task performance, psychological capital, performance pressure, moderated 
mediation effect

INTRODUCTION

Consistent performance outcomes are essential for a company to remain sustainable. Fierce 
competition is unavoidable in today’s rapidly changing business environment. Organizations 
demand higher levels of performance from their members to overcome market uncertainties 
caused by high competition (Loehr and Schwartz, 2001). As a result, members feel obligated 
to work for the sake of improving performance (Sitkin et  al., 2011). However, are these 
performances sustainable in the long run? Many organizational theorists argue that short-term 
performance must be  balanced with sustainable long-term objectives for an organization to 
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be  sustainable (e.g., Levinthal and March, 1993; Sutcliffe and 
Sitkin, 2000). Many problems may arise when leaders merely 
chase after short-term profits and fail to manage the organization 
from a long-term profit perspective.

Similarly, many problems emerge from self-interested leaders 
in organizations seeking personal profits. The need for leadership 
that contributes to organizational performance from a sustainable 
and long-term perspective has given rise to authentic leadership 
(Caza and Jankson, 2011). Authentic leadership is rapidly 
emerging as a new type of leadership that can address the 
challenges currently faced by many organizations (George, 2003; 
Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Gardner et  al., 2005; Walumbwa 
et  al., 2008).

Until date, several studies have been conducted in the context 
of developing authentic leadership theory as an independent 
leadership theory, and the pursuit is still actively underway. 
The research trend concerning authentic leadership can 
be  classified into three main directions. First, there are studies 
that have identified authentic leadership’s sub-dimensions and 
suggest ways to develop them further (Cooper et  al., 2005). 
Second, research has been conducted on the relationships among 
authentic leadership, organizational performance, and outcome 
variables, including several theoretical (George, 2003; Avolio 
et al., 2004; Gardner et al., 2005; Ilies et al., 2005) and empirical 
studies (e.g., Walumbwa et  al., 2010; Laschinger et  al., 2015; 
Leroy et  al., 2015). The research results have demonstrated 
that authentic leadership has a positive influence on members’ 
performance and organizational effectiveness (Price, 2003; 
Walumbwa et  al., 2007; Yammarino et  al., 2008; Zhu et  al., 
2011). Third, studies have been conducted on authentic 
leadership’s dynamics to examine situations and processes in 
which authentic leadership can affect various outcome variables, 
including performance (e.g., Walumbwa et al., 2010; Peus et al., 
2012; Wang et  al., 2014; Gardner et  al., 2021).

This study aims to achieve the following research objectives. 
First, this study seeks to reconfirm authentic leadership’s positive 
influence on employee’s task performance. Although there are 
still very few studies on the effect of authentic leadership on 
performance, previous studies have revealed that subordinates 
respond to leader authenticity by generating better performance 
as an individual (e.g., Wang et  al., 2014; Ribeiro et  al., 2018a). 
Therefore, it is crucial for business management research to 
understand authentic leadership’s influence on performance.

Second, this study seeks to verify psychological capital’s 
mediating effect on the relationship between authentic leadership 
and task performance. Various mechanisms have been proposed 
to explain the process by which authentic leadership influences 
performance. Examples include empowerment (Walumbwa 
et  al., 2010), trust (Clapp-Smith et  al., 2009), job engagement 
(Giallonardo et  al., 2010), and social identity (Wong et  al., 
2010). However, authentic leadership contributes to the formation 
and development of members’ psychological capital, given the 
importance of the positive interactions between authentic 
leaders and members during the growth process (Luthans and 
Youssef, 2004). Authentic leadership involves a high level of 
psychological capital (Petersen and Youssef-Morgan, 2018). 
Furthermore, it increases members’ psychological capital (Avolio 

et  al., 2004; Gardner and Schermerhorn, 2004; Ilies et  al., 
2005). Thus, psychological capital works as an important 
mechanism in the process by which authentic leadership affects 
performance (Gardner and Schermerhorn, 2004). Moreover, 
only a few studies have focused on psychological capital’s 
mediating effect on the relationship between authentic leadership 
and performance (Woolley et  al., 2011).

Third, this study attempts to demonstrate the moderating 
effect of “performance pressure” on the relationship between 
authentic leadership and psychological capital. The concept of 
authentic leadership, which transpired from practical interest, 
has shown significant progress theoretically. However, its 
effectiveness is still being questioned compared to other leadership 
theories (Cooper et  al., 2005; Yammarino et  al., 2008). It has 
been suggested that research must be  conducted in various 
organizational situations for authentic leadership to be established 
as a more sophisticated leadership theory (Gardner et al., 2011). 
Therefore, situational variables must be  considered. Petersen 
and Youssef-Morgan (2018) explored authentic leadership’s 
antecedents and highlighted the need to include the influence 
of organizations’ situational variables on authentic leadership 
in future studies. Situational factors’ active consideration plays 
an important role in the development of authentic leadership 
research (Caza and Jankson, 2011).

Particularly, “situations where authenticity is sacrificed” 
(Guenter et  al., 2017) may occur with authentic leadership in 
which authenticity is the key. As such, an empirical study 
observing the situational factors associated with the factors 
that hinder authentic leadership’s effectiveness in an organization 
is urgently required. This is in consideration of the situations 
where authentic leadership’s effectiveness continues to 
be  questioned. The authentic leader’s positive influence may 
be  unrecognized by members or weakened due to certain 
situational variables; in such cases, their influence loses 
effectiveness (Duffy et  al., 2002).

In this context, the performance pressure prevalent in domestic 
companies is seen as a situational factor that can undermine 
the effectiveness of leadership. This study seeks to confirm 
how it moderates the relationship between authentic leadership 
and the development of members’ psychological capital. Many 
companies are under pressure to produce maximum performance 
in a short period of time amid the rapidly changing business 
environment. Performance pressure can serve as a driver for 
leaders to improve their members’ performance. However, it 
can also be  a huge burden, which consequently negatively 
affects members’ motivation and development. In climates where 
companies demand financial performance in the market economy, 
leaders are compelled to focus only on managerial styles, not 
on authenticity. As such, it hinders the creation of a sustainable 
competitive advantage (Yoon, 2012). This can result in situations 
that reduce authentic leadership’s effectiveness, which otherwise 
improves companies’ long-term sustainability.

In summary, this study aims to verify psychological capital’s 
mediating effect on how authentic leadership affects task 
performance. Moreover, it looks into performance pressure’s 
moderating effect on the relationship between authentic leadership 
and psychological capital. This will contribute to authentic 
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leadership’s conceptual development by validating the mediating 
and moderating effects that have rarely been studied in the 
research on authentic leadership. Furthermore, the present study 
provides practical implications for authentic leadership’s 
development and application.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Authentic Leadership
Authentic leadership can be  considered a root construct for 
the development of positive leadership involving ethical, servant, 
and transformational behaviors (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; 
Walumbwa et  al., 2008). This implies that authentic leadership 
is a broader leadership concept that encompasses many positive 
leadership styles. In other words, as leadership’s foundation, 
authenticity is authentic leadership’s core value. Authenticity 
means having a clear and firm knowledge of oneself in every 
aspect (e.g., beliefs, preferences, strengths, and weaknesses) and 
acting consistently through self-awareness (Gardner et al., 2005; 
Ilies et  al., 2005). Thus, authentic leadership is a psychological 
competence that encourages positive moods and abilities based 
on authenticity. Moreover, it can be  defined as the behavior 
pattern of leaders who develop themselves and their members 
based on four subfactors: self-awareness, relational transparency, 
balanced information processing, and internalized moral 
perspective (Walumbwa et  al., 2008).

Early studies on authentic leadership describe authentic 
leaders as those who value the respect for themselves over 
their personal roles as leaders (Hoy and Henderson, 1983). 
They want to understand who they are and show consistent 
behaviors based on the values and beliefs created in this process. 
As such, they do not act intentionally as leaders (George, 
2003; Avolio et  al., 2004; Gardner et  al., 2005). Authenticity 
is a behavior that is revealed through repeated acts of self-
awareness and reflection. An authentic leader acts with 
authenticity as a core value. This behavior is important because 
a leader knows themselves better than anyone else. Such a 
leader has a high level of self-esteem that is not easily influenced 
by any situation (Kernis, 2003).

A high level of optimal self-esteem allows the leader to 
freely share the information needed for decision-making with 
the organization’s members. This will also enable the leader 
to willingly accept members’ opinions, thereby promoting open 
communication. The leader’s behaviors, abilities, and internalized 
morality that are manifested based on values and beliefs are 
recognized by members. This helps them make an accurate 
judgment about their leader (Walumbwa et  al., 2010). An 
authentic leader makes self-expression consistent with their 
self-concept (Shamir and Eilam, 2005). Such a leader’s 
subordinates imitate the expressions and behaviors formed 
through self-awareness and self-regulation (Luthans and Avolio, 
2003). The interaction between the members and an authentic 
leader, based on the leader’s behavior, encourages members to 
view their leaders as role models and leads to authentic 
leadership. These behaviors are very effective in eliciting positive 
organizational performance and desirable behaviors among the 

members (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). Most importantly, this 
effectiveness can be  maintained if the leader’s behavior 
is consistent.

Walumbwa et al. (2008) proposed authentic leadership’s four 
sub-factors: self-awareness, balanced information processing, 
relational transparency, and internalized moral perspective. 
These widely accepted constructs constitute the instrument, 
“Authentic Leadership Questionnaire” (ALQ).

First, self-awareness means that leaders know themselves 
very well (Campbell et al., 1996) and understand how behaviors 
exercised through self-awareness affect members. Therefore, 
self-awareness influences leaders’ thinking, inspirational 
motivation, and behaviors. Moreover, authentic leaders with a 
high level of self-awareness are more capable of leading members 
and helping them grow.

Second, balanced information processing refers to objective 
thinking through the positive and negative aspects of problem-
solving. Open methods are used for decision-making, and 
highly relevant information is utilized to facilitate objective 
decision-making. For example, leaders closely analyze relevant 
facts and tend to involve members in the decision-making 
process by seeking and listening to their various opinions before 
undertaking important decisions. Such authentic leaders’ 
characteristics give members the perception that leaders assert 
their own opinions and, at the same time, actively listen to 
other members’ opinions.

Third, relational transparency involves acting on one’s true 
nature (not a manipulated or false one) to honestly share 
a set of information such as a leader’s true thoughts and 
emotions. Leadership behavior that promotes positive 
relationships is demonstrated by drawing the corresponding 
approvals or opposing opinions from members. Consequently, 
this behavior by an authentic leader increases openness, 
responsibility, and integrity among the leader and the members. 
It also further enhances the social exchange relationship 
between them as the members’ as well as the leader’s 
expectations become clearer.

Fourth, an internalized moral perspective means that true 
leaders regulate themselves from a moral perspective and act 
according to their respective norms (Lemoine et  al., 2019). 
This means that they exhibit a high level of moral behavior 
based on internalized moral standards and values and not 
external social pressures. Therefore, authentic leaders encourage 
themselves, the members, and their organizations to think from 
an ethically broader and deeper perspective when faced with 
serious ethical issues (Werhane and Freeman, 1999).

Authentic Leadership and Task 
Performance
Task performance is the level of achievement in official tasks 
assigned to members (Stumpf et  al., 1983). It is an act of 
performing the role presented in the job description (Williams 
and Anderson, 1991). Moreover, it involves the concept of in-role 
behavior that must be  performed by members. Members’ task 
completion is directly related to the organization’s effectiveness 
and personal job achievement (Son et  al., 2013). Therefore, as 
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researchers have continued to study the antecedents of task 
performance, leadership has drawn attention for a long time as 
an antecedent of members’ task performance (Hwang et al., 2015).

Authentic leadership can have a positive influence on members’ 
task performance as members perceive authentic leaders as attractive 
role models. They have the expectation and conviction that their 
leaders do the right thing (Shamir and Eilam, 2005). Thus, they 
continue to imitate their leaders, who are seen as exemplary 
and ideal role models (Avolio et  al., 2004). Walumbwa et  al. 
(2010) argued that through exemplary behaviors, authentic leaders 
can be attractive and trustworthy role models for their members. 
Authentic leaders try to help members maintain their views on 
what they think is right (Walumbwa et  al., 2008). Considering 
this approach, leaders support members in making their own 
decisions through open dialog, rather than through unilateral 
task instruction (Ilies et  al., 2005). Further, leaders provide a 
transparent decision-making process instead of forcing their own 
opinions on members or just accepting other members’ biased 
opinions (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). Independent decision-making 
by members and leaders is important in performing individual 
tasks. Argote (1999) stated that members made good use of 
resources when they had easy access to diverse information. In 
such circumstances, members were more likely to complete their 
assigned tasks. Kernis (2003) and Kernis and Goldman (2005) 
found that those who perceived themselves as having a higher 
level of authenticity, demonstrated a higher level of enthusiasm 
in the pursuit of goals and decision-making. Authentic leaders’ 
role modeling will also encourage members to be more immersed 
and engaged in tasks, thereby improving their task performance.

In summary, the authentic leader’s behavior, based on authentic 
leadership values, is consistent (Kernis, 2003; Gardner et  al., 
2005). Thus, members consider them as their model and pursue 
task performance. Particularly, members’ behavior is also 
consistent since authentic leadership’s influence does not change 
easily and lasts for a long time (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). 
This leads to sustainable performance. Extant literature on the 
effect on performance is relatively scarce (Avolio et  al., 2004), 
but recent studies from around the world have proven that 
authentic leadership is positively related to employee performance 
(e.g., Clapp-Smith et  al., 2009; Wang et  al., 2014; Leroy et  al., 
2015; Ribeiro et al., 2018a,b; Duarte et  al., 2021). Based on 
the logic and results of these prior studies, the following 
hypotheses were established:

Hypothesis 1: The extent of authentic leadership is 
positively related to followers’ perceived task performance.

The Mediating Role of Perceived 
Psychological Capital in the Relationship 
Between Authentic Leadership and Task 
Performance
The conceptual development of psychological capital has been 
underway since human resource management researchers began 
focusing on members’ positive and healthy internal energy, 
given the growth of positive psychology (Luthans et  al., 2006). 
Psychological capital is not a single concept. Rather, it consists 

of four sub-factors—hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism—
which play a very important role as a source of people’s inner 
motivation by converging with each other and not acting as 
individual effects (Luthans et  al., 2007; Avey et  al., 2010).

Authentic leadership is a concept that fundamentally 
encompasses psychological capital (Cooper et al., 2005). Authentic 
leaders are in a positive psychological state accompanied by 
optimal self-esteem and psychological well-being. Additionally, 
an authentic leader’s positive psychological state is shifted to 
members through role modeling, further facilitating the 
development of such states (Gardner et  al., 2005). According 
to the social learning theory of Bandura (1977), an authentic 
leader can spread their internalized values to members during 
an interaction. Meanwhile, members can internalize the leader’s 
values with increased psychological capital through positive 
role modeling (Gardner et  al., 2005). Authentic leaders are 
perceived as role models through consistency, fairness, and 
transparency. Thus, members see what behaviors are effective 
and desirable (Bandura, 1977; Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). 
Further, authentic leaders’ values are transferred and learned 
by members. Therefore, authentic leaders play a key role in 
forming psychological capital for their members (Avolio et  al., 
2004). Similarly, authentic leadership has a positive influence 
on members’ psychological capital.

Authentic leadership can also have a positive influence on 
each of psychological capital’s four sub-factors. Authentic leaders 
try to answer members’ questions and provide feedback with 
an open attitude. This process helps members realize their abilities 
(Khan, 2010) and increases their self-efficacy. Members with an 
increased self-efficacy will be  able to accept challenging tasks. 
These members perform well under pressure and stress. Authentic 
leaders motivate members to set goals, decide strategies for their 
goals, and ultimately achieve them (Khan, 2010). Therefore, 
authentic leadership has a positive influence on hope, which can 
be  considered a combination of the agency to suggest goals and 
pathways to attain them (Snyder et  al., 2002). Furthermore, 
authentic leaders attempt to be  more proactive and respond 
appropriately to given situations as role models when members 
are faced with difficult problems (Luthans and Avolio, 2003). 
These positive problem-solving approaches are internalized by 
members, improving their resilience to positively approach the 
problem’s source or prospects. Resilience will also allow them 
to quickly recover from problems and is linked to positive 
expectations for the future. Moreover, positive expectations lead 
to significant differences in individual performances (Camfield 
and McGregor, 2005). Authentic leaders maintain a positive 
psychological state based on their firm values and beliefs about 
themselves. They also endure difficulties or frustrations or recover 
from them quickly. These leaders’ images are propagated and 
learned by members through observation and inspiration.

Recently, an increasing number of studies have examined 
psychological capital’s mediating effect on authentic leadership’s 
influence on member attitudes and behaviors (Calheiros, 2012; 
Hu et  al., 2018; Armstrong and Cassidy, 2019; Ciftci and 
Erkanli, 2020). For example, psychological capital as a mediator, 
Armstrong and Cassidy (2019) showed that authentic leadership 
has a negative effect on job stress. Ciftci and Erkanli (2020) 
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demonstrated psychological capital’s mediating effect between 
authentic leadership and job enthusiasm, while Hu et al. (2018) 
demonstrated psychological capital’s mediating effect on authentic 
leadership’s influence on proactive behavior. Studies have also 
been conducted at the group level. Calheiros (2012) focused 
on authentic leadership and disruptive leadership, arguing that 
psychological capital at the group level affected team performance, 
suggesting the need for empirical research. Walumbwa et  al. 
(2010) showed the group-level psychological capital’s mediating 
effect on the process by which authentic leadership influences 
group performance and collective citizenship behavior. These 
studies commonly maintain that authentic leadership influences 
a member’s attitude and behavior, mediated by the member’s 
psychological capital.

According to the broaden-build theory, positive experiences 
expand members’ thinking and behavior while encouraging them 
to take on challenges and adventures. Therefore, similar to positive 
energy, a high level of psychological capital drives members to 
produce high performance (Fredrickson, 2001; Hobfoll, 2002; 
Gooty et  al., 2009). Psychological capital is also an important 
resource for positive organizational behavior (Avey et  al., 2010). 
It plays a key role in explaining members’ performance (Luthans 
et al., 2006; Norman et al., 2010; Peterson et al., 2011). Members 
with greater psychological capital try harder with the conviction 
that they can achieve better performance (self-efficacy), derive 
multiple ways to solve problems with a strong willpower (hope), 
expect positive results based on internal attribution (optimism), 
and make efforts to respond positively to difficult situations 
(resilience). Thus, psychological capital provides inspirational 
motivation to achieve goals and perform better (Avey et  al., 
2011). Many prior studies have demonstrated psychological capital’s 
positive influence on members’ performance (Avey et  al., 2010; 
Walumbwa et  al., 2010; Peterson et  al., 2011).

In summary, authentic leaders develop members’ psychological 
capital, including self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience. 
This is done through the process of role modeling based on 
authenticity and by inducing intrinsic motivation, such that 
members behave desirably for the organization. This intrinsic 
motivation improves members’ task performance. Based on 
this logic and the results of prior research, the following 
hypothesis is proposed regarding psychological capital’s 
mediating effect:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between the extent of 
authentic leadership and followers’ task performance is 
mediated by followers’ perceived psychological capital.

The Moderating Role of Performance 
Pressure in the Relationship Between 
Authentic Leadership and Psychological 
Capital
Authentic leadership’s meaning and effectiveness can vary 
according to context (Chan, 2005). Scheepers and Elstob (2016) 
recommended exploring contextual variables to confirm authentic 
leadership’s effectiveness. Hence, this study aims to examine 
what causes a moderating effect on the relationship between 

authentic leadership and psychological capital. This is achieved 
by selecting performance pressure as a contextual variable, 
which is emphasized by many companies for survival.

Performance pressure collectively refers to the negative 
attitude of assessing that one’s performance will be unsatisfactory. 
It is the belief that the current performance will be  insufficient 
to achieve goals and also considers the associated negative 
emotions (Zimbardo and Leippe, 1991). Performance pressure 
also affects an individual’s beliefs in the negative outcomes of 
failing to achieve desired goals (Zimbardo and Leippe, 1991; 
Eisenberger and Aselage, 2009). This raises concerns regarding 
promotions, pay increases, and other work benefits that will 
be  lost if performance is not achieved (Mitchell et  al., 2018). 
The psychological burden from the perceived judgment of the 
target level of achievement will be greater if a member recognizes 
that the time available to perform a task is too short. 
Consequently, this may promote maladaptive behaviors, such 
as seeking easier tasks or giving up, or may negatively affect 
individuals’ psychological well-being and health (Ames, 1992; 
Roberts and Nerstad, 2020).

Due to their consistent behavior and fair attitudes, authentic 
leaders serve as role models, which draws effective and desirable 
behaviors from members (Bandura, 1977; Salancik and Pfeffer, 
1978). Members are motivated to choose an authentic leader 
as their role model and act in the same manner as the leader. 
Such behaviors play a key role in developing members’ 
psychological capital (Avolio et al., 2004). However, when high 
performance pressure is perceived, the motivation to follow 
an authentic leader’s behavior may be overtaken by the motivation 
to avoid external risks. This is because poor performance is 
believed to be  primarily punished in an organization (e.g., 
Newton and Duda, 1999; Raub and Robert, 2013). Even when 
incentives are provided for high performance, performance 
pressure motivates members to participate in extrinsic 
compensation more than the motivation to follow an authentic 
leader’s behavior. As such, reliance on extrinsic control is 
encouraged. However, performance pressure in general is 
perceived as a burden of punishment for poor performance 
rather than as a reward expectation for high performance 
(Zimbardo and Leippe, 1991). Further, the motivation to avoid 
performance pressure is likely to be  stronger.

The greater the performance pressure, the more likely a 
member will find it difficult to control the situation or meet 
the job demands, ultimately producing negative outcomes and 
experiencing greater internal and psychological pressure (Mitchell 
et  al., 2018). In these situations, members tend to rely on the 
organization’s direct control to avoid any external threats before 
choosing their own authentic leader who is not pretentious 
and ensuring the leader’s optimal self-esteem and psychological 
well-being. Therefore, the authentic leader’s influence is relatively 
small. Low performance pressure encourages authentic 
leadership’s active social learning with a significant influence 
on members’ psychological capital. However, high performance 
pressure hinders authentic leadership’s social learning through 
extrinsic control, reducing the influence on members’ 
psychological capital. Based on this logic, the following hypothesis 
is proposed regarding performance pressure’s moderating effect 
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on the relationship between authentic leadership and 
psychological capital:

Hypothesis 3: Performance pressure negatively moderates 
the relationship between authentic leadership and 
psychological capital. The higher the performance 
pressure, the weaker the positive relationship between 
authentic leadership and psychological capital.

Assuming that performance pressure, as perceived by 
members, moderates the relationship between authentic 
leadership and psychological capital, it can be  inferred that 
performance pressure can conditionally affect psychological 
capital’s mediating effect on the relationship between authentic 
leadership and task performance. In other words, the mediating 
effect between the study variables, as presented in the theoretical 
model in Figure  1, is verified. The higher the perceived 
performance pressure, the greater the effect on the mediating 
role of psychological capital and the weaker the positive influence 
of authentic leadership on task performance. Therefore, the 
following hypothesis is established:

Hypothesis 4: The indirect association between authentic 
leadership and followers’ task performance through 
psychological capital is conditionally dependent on the 
levels of perceived performance pressure, such that the 
indirect association is weakened under a high level of 
performance pressure.

The research model based on the above hypotheses is depicted 
in Figure  1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Data Collection
The participants were full-time employees working for private 
companies in South Korea. The survey was conducted through 
Macromill Embrain, a credible online data collection platform 
with 6.4 million survey panels in Korea. Data were collected 
in this study over two stages (Time 1 and Time 2) to prevent 
common method bias (CMB).

Perceptions of authentic leadership and performance pressure 
were measured at Time 1. Psychological capital and task 

performance were then measured a month later for members 
who responded at Time 1. The method of hiring a specialized 
survey institute, Macromill Embrain, was applied because surveys 
for longitudinal studies require precision in collecting data 
from the same members at the same time interval.

At Time 1, a total of 608 people responded; a month 
later, 489 people responded in the second stage (i.e., at 
Time 2). Based on the data of 489 respondents who responded 
to both the surveys conducted at Time 1 and Time 2, the 
data obtained from 485 respondents (excluding four missing 
values) were used in the final analysis. The respondents’ 
demographic characteristics are as follows. There were 247 
men (50.9%) and 238 women (49.1%). Concerning age, 92 
people were in their 20s (18.9%), 215  in their 30s (44.3%), 
135  in their 40s (27.9%), and 43 people were in their 50s 
or older (8.9%), with the highest distribution of people in 
their 30s. Regarding educational background, there were 23 
high school graduates (4.7%), 76 college graduates (15.7%), 
317 university graduates (65.4%), 61 master’s degree holders 
(12.6%), and 8 doctorate degree holders (1.7%). In terms 
of position, there were 254 staff members or assistant 
managers (27.8%), 109 managers (22.5%), 54 deputy general 
managers and general managers (22.5%), and 22 executives 
(4.5%). The number of years of service was 1–4 years for 
249 people (51.4%), 5–9 years for 109 people (26.4%), 
10–14 years for 54 people (13.5%), and 15 years or more 
for 22 people (8.7%).

Measures
The questionnaire used a five-point Likert scale with response 
options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
The questionnaires, originally developed in English, were 
translated into Korean. We  used a standard translation and 
back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1980) to ensure the research 
tool’s reliability and validity.

Authentic Leadership
Sixteen questions from the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire 
(ALQ; Walumbwa et  al., 2008) were used to survey authentic 
leadership at Time 1. Specifically, the questionnaire included 
“My leader encourages everyone to speak their mind,” “My 
leader demonstrates beliefs that are consistent with actions,” 
and “My leader analyzed relevant data before coming to a 
decision,” among others. The Cronbach’s alpha value of the 
survey response was 0.96. As such, it meets the reliability 
criterion of 0.70 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994).

Performance Pressure
The four questions suggested by Mitchell et  al. (2018) were 
modified and translated to survey performance pressure at 
Time 1. Specifically, the survey questions included “The 
performance pressure in my workplace is high,” “I feel tremendous 
pressure to produce results,” “If I  do not produce at high 
levels, my job will be  at risk,” and “I would characterize my 
workplace as a results-driven environment.” The Cronbach’s 
alpha value of the survey response was found to be  0.90.FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model of this study.
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Psychological Capital
Psychological capital was surveyed at Time 2 using 12 questions 
from the PsyCap Questionnaire Self-Rater Short Form (four 
questions on efficacy, four questions on hope, three questions 
on resilience, and two questions on optimism). Specifically, 
the survey questions included “I feel confident in representing 
my work area in meetings held with the management,” “I can 
think of many ways to reach my current work goals,” and “I 
usually take stressful things at work in stride,” among others. 
The Cronbach’s alpha value of the survey response was found 
to be  0.93.

Task-Performance
Task performance was surveyed at Time 2 using the four 
questions on in-role behavior developed by Williams and 
Anderson (1991). Specifically, the survey questions included 
“adequately completes assigned duties,” “fulfills the responsibilities 
specified in the job description,” and “performs tasks that are 
expected of them.”

Control Variables
Based on prior studies, the demographic characteristics that 
were assumed to affect the measurement variables, including 
age, position, years of service, educational background, and 
gender, were considered as control variables and surveyed at 
Time 2. Age and position are believed to affect members’ 
behavior with regard to task progress as their position advances 
over time. Furthermore, the knowledge and experiences relevant 
to a task accumulate over time (Wu and Parker, 2017). Education 

was considered to have an effect on employees’ behavior due 
to differences in knowledge level. Moreover, gender was added 
as a control variable since Woolley et  al. (2011) confirmed it 
to be  a situational variable between authentic leadership and 
positive organizational climate.

Analysis Strategy
Stata 16.1 (Stata Corp., College Station, TX, United  States) 
statistical software was used to conduct all the analyses in 
this study. First, prior to hypothesis testing, confirmatory factor 
analysis was performed to verify the validity of the constructs 
of the main variables of this study (Table  1). Thereafter, the 
variables were created by calculating the average value of the 
factors for which validity was secured. The mean and standard 
deviation are presented to check whether the variables used 
in the research model follow a normal distribution. In addition, 
the results of the correlation analysis of the variables and 
Cronbach’s alpha values for each variable are presented (Table 2). 
As a result, most of the correlations between variables coincided 
with the direction predicted by the hypotheses.

The following methods were implemented to verify the 
hypotheses. First, a least-squares hierarchical multiple regression 
analysis was performed to verify Hypotheses 1–3. For Hypothesis 
2, which is concerned with the mediating effect, the low statistical 
power issue observed in Baron and Kenny (1986) causal steps 
approach was found. Thus, the following method was suggested 
to provide the best balance between type 1 error and statistical 
power. In the first step, the independent mediator must 
be statistically significant (α↑0). In the second step, the mediator 

TABLE 1 | Chi-square difference tests and goodness-of-fit statistics for alternative measurement models.

Measurement Model χ2 df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR Δdf Δχ2

4-Factor model 1866.93*** 588 0.07 0.90 0.89 0.06 - -
3-Factor model 4255.41*** 591 0.11 0.71 0.69 0.14 2388.48 3.00
2-Factor model 5486.52*** 593 0.13 0.61 0.59 0.15 1231.11 2.00
1-Factor model 6637.19*** 594 0.15 0.52 0.49 0.16 1150.67 1.00

4-Factor model (hypothesized model), 3-Factor model (authentic leadership and psychological capital merged), 2-Factor model (authentic leadership, psychological capital, task 
performance merged), and 1-Factor model (all variables merged). RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, CFI, Comparative Fit Index, TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index, SRMR, 
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual; and Source: Stata software analysis. 
***p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, correlations, and consistency coefficients of the variables.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Gender 0.49 0.50 -
2. Age 37.46 8.37 −0.35*** -
3. Education 2.91 0.73 −0.15*** 0.08 -
4. Job level 2.64 1.46 −0.41*** 0.66*** 0.17*** -
5. Tenure 2.73 1.17 −0.21*** 0.45*** 0.05 0.41*** -
6. Authentic leadership 3.28 0.78 0.01 0.09 0.09 0.10 0.05 (0.96)
7. Psychological capital 3.47 0.65 −0.12** 0.33*** 0.12** 0.36*** 0.20*** 0.43*** (0.93)
8. Task performance 3.79 0.69 0.15*** 0.07 0.08 0.11 0.07 0.22*** 0.46*** (0.91)
9. Performance pressure 3.06 0.89 −0.14** 0.12** 0.05 0.21*** 0.13** 0.07 0.16*** 0.06 (0.90)

Gender (0 = male, 1 = female), () = Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. 
**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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must be  statistically significant for the dependent variable, and 
the independent variable’s effect must be  moderated (β↑0). For 
the accurate verification of the mediating effect, the significance 
of the indirect effect was directly verified by confirming the 
indirect effect in the bootstrapping method. The bootstrapping 
method is accepted as a better method than the conventional 
Sobel test to verify the mediating effect. This is because no 
normal distribution is assumed, and type I errors are not presented. 
Bias-corrected two-tailed test results were obtained through the 
sampling process that was repeated 10,000 times. These were 
considered to be  more accurate than the generalized results.

Lastly, the bootstrapping technique recommended by Preacher 
et  al. (2007) was adopted to test Hypothesis 4. In this study, 
point estimates, standard errors, z-statistics, and 95% confidence 
intervals (percentiles and bias-corrected percentiles) were 
provided by iterating the bootstrap  10,000 times.

CMB and Validity Check
The potential problem of CMB was reduced in the analysis 
by using the data collected with a one-month lag. However, 
it was still possible that CMB existed in the results’ analysis, 
since the data for all variables were obtained from the same 
source (i.e., members). Harman’s single-factor test was conducted 
to confirm the possibility of CMB. In general, when CMB is 
serious, one variable accounts for a large portion of the variation 
in the second variable. The first factor that represented the 
largest eigenvalue only accounted for 28% of the overall 
distribution when Harman’s single factor test result was examined. 
This indicates a low degree of CMB.

Before testing the hypotheses, confirmatory factor analysis 
was performed on the four factors: authentic leadership, 
psychological capital, task performance, and performance 
pressure. This was done to confirm the validity of the variables 
suggested in this study.

A model can be  considered adequate when the comparative 
fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) are 0.90 or higher, 
the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is 0.08 
or lower, and the ratio between χ2 (CMIN) and the degree 
of freedom is 3 or lower (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2005). 
As shown in Table  1, the fit of the model presented in this 
study (four-factor model) is 1866.93, df = 588, p < 0.01, 
RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89, and SRMR = 0.006. This 
indicates that all the fit indices are acceptable. The fit indices 
of the four-factor model are generally found to be  inadequate 
in the one-factor model. Therefore, the four-factor model 
suggested in this study can be  considered more reasonable 
than other factor models (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics, Correlations, and 
Reliability
Prior to testing the hypotheses, elementary statistics and 
correlation analyses were conducted in addition to the 
reliability analysis. Cronbach’s α was measured to verify reliability. 

The results indicate that all the variables observed in the model 
are 0.8 or higher, as shown in Table  2. The variables’ means, 
standard deviations, and correlations were analyzed. Correlations 
between the variables are mostly consistent with those proposed 
in the hypotheses. Specifically, there is a positive correlation 
between authentic leadership and task performance (r = 0.22, 
p < 0.001). Psychological capital is found to have a positive 
correlation with authentic leadership (r = 0.43, p < 0.001) and 
task performance (r = 0.46, p < 0.001). This is in agreement with 
prior studies’ results showing that members who highly perceive 
authentic leadership have a high level of psychological capital, 
contributing to task performance. Performance pressure is 
positively correlated with psychological capital (r = 0.16, p < 0.001). 
However, it exhibits no significance for authentic leadership 
(r = 0.07, n. s.) and task performance (r = 0.06, n. s.).

Test of Hypotheses
Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to test 
the hypotheses presented in this study’s model. The results are 
presented in Table  3. First, the regression analysis results of 
authentic leadership’s influence on task performance are explained 
in this section. The regression coefficient of authentic leadership 
is significant in the positive direction (β = 0.19, p < 0.001) after 
controlling for the demographic variables in Model 1 to confirm 
the prediction of Hypothesis 1 and adding authentic leadership 
to Model 2. Additionally, the explanatory power of Model 2 
increases significantly compared to Model 1 (ΔR2 = 0.04; F = 9.35, 
p < 0.001). Based on these results, Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Second, the test result of Hypothesis 2 on the mediating 
effect of psychological capital on authentic leadership and task 
performance is explained here. Model 1 (Table 3) only observes 
the control variables’ influence on task performance, while 
Model 3 includes the surveyed authentic leadership value and 
perceived psychological capital. The explanatory power of Model 
3 is much greater than that of Models 1 and 2 (∆R2 = 0.27, 
F = 24.65, p < 0.001). The mediating effect is tested in accordance 
with MacKinnon et al. (2007). This study confirms a statistically 
significant correlation between the independent variable 
(authentic leadership) and the mediator (psychological capital; 
see Model 4; β = 0.39, p < 0.001). Additionally, a significant 
correlation is confirmed between the mediator (psychological 
capital) and the dependent variable (task performance; β = 0.48, 
p < 0.001) under the independent variable’s influence (authentic 
leadership control). The method of verifying the mediating 
effect in accordance with MacKinnon et  al. (2007) is validated 
because the results of the two steps are statistically significant.

Additionally, the mediating effect is validated using 
bootstrapping to overcome the limitation of quantifying the 
indirect effect (Preacher and Hayes, 2004). As seen in Table  4, 
the upper and lower bounds of the 95% confidence intervals 
(bias-corrected and accelerated) for psychological capital’s 
mediating effect between authentic leadership and task 
performance are 0.14 and 0.25, respectively, indicating the 
significance of the mediating effect. Based on these results, 
the indirect effect is found to be  significant, and Hypothesis 
2 is supported.
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Third, performance pressure’s moderating effect on the 
relationship between authentic leadership and psychological 
capital is explained in this section. Hypothesis 3 argues that 
performance pressure, as perceived by members, negatively 
moderates authentic leadership’s influence on psychological 
capital. To test this, the result of introducing the independent 
variable and moderator along with the generated interaction 
term is described in Model 6. The variables were grand mean 
centered according to the suggestion of Aiken et al. (1991) 
before generating the interaction term. This was done to prevent 
multicollinearity issues and to facilitate the analysis. Model 6 
reveals that the interaction term’s regression coefficient is 
significant in the negative direction (β = −0.08, p < 0.05). Based 
on this result, Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Additional t-tests were conducted using the method suggested 
by Aiken et al. (1991) to closely examine the interaction effect 
of authentic leadership and performance pressure. The significance 
of the correlation coefficients (simple slope; Aiken et  al., 1991) 
was examined after calculating the large and small one standard 

deviation values based on performance pressure’s mean and 
estimating the respective regression equations. The regression 
coefficients and significance levels vary when the performance 
pressure’s value is high (b = 0.01, n. s.) or low (b = 2.67, p < 0.05). 
This demonstrates that a higher level of performance pressure 
perceived by members leads to authentic leadership’s weaker 
positive influence on psychological capital, thereby supporting 
Hypothesis 3 (Table  3, See Figure  2).

To test Hypothesis 4, the bootstrapping approach was used 
in this study to verify the conditional indirect effect. Table  4 
provides the results from the bootstrap approach that was 
iterated 10,000 times each for the point estimate, standard 
error, and 95% confidence intervals (percentile and bias-corrected 
percentile). Under low performance pressure, the point estimate 
of authentic leadership’s indirect effect on task performance 
through psychological capital is 0.19 (bootstrap standard 
error = 0.03), and 0 is not included in the statistically significant 
bias-corrected 95% confidence interval. Furthermore, under 
high performance pressure, the point estimate of the indirect 
effect of authentic leadership on task performance through 
psychological capital is 0.14 (bootstrap standard error = 0.03), 
and 0 is not included in the statistically significant bias-corrected 
95% confidence interval. The indirect effect’s point estimate 
decreased from 0.19 to 0.14 when the level of performance 
pressure changed from “low” to “high.” This result demonstrates 
that the conditional indirect effect (i.e., the level of performance 
pressure) weakens authentic leadership’s positive influence on 
task performance through psychological capital. Moreover, the 
indirect effect becomes weaker with the interaction’s increasing 
frequency. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is supported (i.e., the 
performance pressure level negatively weakens the strength of 

TABLE 3 | Results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis of the study variable’s effects on task performance and psychological capital; standardized 
coefficients (n = 485).

Variables

Dependent variables

Task performance Psychological capital

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

  Control variables

Gender 0.25*** 0.24*** 0.23*** 0.03 0.03 0.04
Age 0.02 0.01 −0.05 0.142** 0.15** 0.15
Education 0.09 0.07 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04
Job level 0.16** 0.15* 0.05 0.22*** 0.21*** 0.21***
Tenure 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.03
  Independent variable
Authentic leadership 0.19*** 0.01 0.39*** 0.38*** 0.39***
Performance pressure 0.07 0.07
  Interactions
Authentic leadership × Performance pressure −0.08*
  Mediator
Psychological capital 0.48***
F 7.04*** 9.35*** 24.65*** 34.43*** 30.11*** 27.03***
R2 0.06 0.10 0.27 0.30 0.31 0.32
R2 change - 0.04 0.17 - 0.04 0.01
VIF 1.50 1.42 1.47 1.42 1.38 1.33

Two-tailed tests of significance. 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | Results of bootstrapped indirect effect tests.

Variables Coefficient SE CI lower limit CI upper limit

  Indirect effect (H2)
Psychological capital 0.20 0.03 0.14 0.25
  Conditional indirect effect of performance pressure (H3)
Low 0.19 0.03 0.13 0.26
High 0.14 0.03 0.89 0.21

Results of the bootstrap iterated 10,000 times are presented; SE, standard error; BC, 
bias-corrected percentile method; CI, 95% confidence interval.
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the mediated relationship between authentic leadership and 
task performance through members’ psychological capital).

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Implications
This study attempted to verify the influence of authentic 
leadership as perceived by private domestic enterprises’ members 
on their task performance as well as the mediating effect of 
psychological capital and the moderating effect of performance 
pressure on the relationship between authentic leadership and 
task performance.

First, authentic leadership positively influences members’ 
task performance. Many prior studies have found that authentic 
leadership affects members’ performance (Laschinger et al., 
2012; Wang et al., 2014; Leroy et al., 2015), collective performance 
(Xiong and Fang, 2014), and prosocial behavior (Hannah et al., 
2005). However, studies verifying their influence on performance 
are still limited. Thus, the present study’s first result is meaningful 
as the argument of authentic leadership’s significant influence 
on members’ performance (Gardner et  al., 2005) is reaffirmed 
by the members of private enterprises in South Korea. This 
result can help resolve the myth that authentic leaders are 
indecisive and friendly (Yoon, 2012).

Second, the mediating effect of psychological capital on 
authentic leadership’s influence on task performance was 
demonstrated. The need to study psychological capital as a 
mediator has been continuously increasing (Avolio et al., 2004; 
Ilies et  al., 2005; Yammarino et  al., 2008). In this regard, the 
demonstration of psychological capital mediating effect on the 
relationship between authentic leadership and task performance 
has theoretical significance. Authentic leadership, which is based 

on authenticity, develops psychological capital consisting of 
self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience. It influences task 
performance through intrinsic motivation that improves 
organizational performance. Psychological capital is much more 
stable than emotions, which may quickly change. It is also 
easier to develop than personality and can be  maintained. 
Therefore, psychological capital can contribute to organizational 
effectiveness from a long-term perspective, even in rapidly 
changing organizational conditions. In this study, psychological 
capital’s mediating effect reaffirmed that authentic leadership 
can contribute to organizational performance by developing 
the members’ psychological capital and motivating them.

Third, performance pressure moderated authentic leadership, 
such that the effectiveness of the development of members’ 
psychological capital was weakened. That is, authentic leadership’s 
influence on psychological capital development was weaker 
among members who perceived a high level of performance 
pressure compared to those who perceived a low level of 
performance pressure. The present study’s results confirmed 
that the positive motivation to imitate and follow authentic 
leaders in the process of developing psychological capital could 
be  hindered by extrinsic control when members perceive a 
high level of performance pressure. Many researchers have 
argued that the effectiveness in various organizational situations 
should be  verified by future research on authentic leadership 
(Gardner et  al., 2011; Petersen and Youssef-Morgan, 2018). 
Performance pressure’s moderating effect as perceived by members 
was demonstrated in this study. The present study is in line 
with a prior study (Petersen and Youssef-Morgan, 2018) that 
argued that authentic leadership’s development to generate 
sustainable performance could be hampered in an organizational 
climate governed by performance pressure. The demonstration 
of performance pressure’s moderating effect is of great theoretical 

FIGURE 2 | Moderating effect of performance pressure of authentic leadership on the relationship between psychological capital.
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significance as it contributes to a broader and more sophisticated 
authentic leadership theory.

Practical Implications
Based on prior research, this study demonstrated the influence 
of direct supervisors’ authentic leadership, as perceived by 
various organizations’ members, on task performance and 
affirmed psychological capital’s mediating effect and performance 
pressure’s moderating effect in the aforementioned process. The 
study derived the following practical implications.

First, authentic leadership’s importance should be recognized 
as it was found to have a significant and positive influence 
on task performance. Moreover, a higher level of authentic 
leadership competency should be promoted at the organizational 
level (Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Avolio and Gardner, 2005; 
Gardner et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2014). Many previous studies 
have suggested methods for developing authentic leadership 
(Avolio, 2010). First, from the content-related aspect of leadership 
training programs in an organization, participants should 
be encouraged to sufficiently reflect upon and constantly reviewed 
concepts, such as authenticity, integrity, and effectiveness (Gardner 
et  al., 2011). To accomplish this, the training program should 
be  redesigned from a methodological perspective, such that 
authenticity can be  developed. As implemented by many 
organizations, a simple training leadership program alone poses 
challenges in developing authentic leadership. Therefore, programs 
specializing in leaders’ characteristics that can encourage 
authenticity should be developed rather than developing lecture-
based programs. For example, a learning opportunity where 
participants are given time to ponder over life stories and 
understand the meaning of a series of events (Shamir and 
Eilam, 2005) can help establish authenticity in leaders. Moreover, 
such a learning opportunity can improve their capacity as 
authentic leaders. Furthermore, it is a great learning opportunity 
to discuss how authenticity attracts voluntary followership by 
reflecting on a third leader who is perceived to exhibit authenticity 
by a participating leader.

Second, psychological capital’s mediating effect demonstrates 
that authentic leadership is closely related to psychological capital. 
An important characteristic of psychological capital is that it 
can also be  developed through an intervention like short-term 
training. Therefore, it is reiterated that sustainable performance 
can be  achieved in a rapidly changing business environment by 
developing authentic leadership in an organization and advancing 
members’ psychological capital.

Third, when an organization seeks to improve performance 
through the development of authentic leadership, the perceived 
level of performance pressure within the organization needs 
to be considered. Moreover, focusing solely on the performance 
of the enterprise should be avoided. The perception of excessive 
performance pressure serves as a motivation for members to 
momentarily avoid external threats, hindering the formation 
of a healthy organization and exerting negative impact on 
leaders. Pressuring leaders to succeed in a short period and 
prove themselves impairs balanced information processing in 
the development of authentic leadership (Petersen and 

Youssef-Morgan, 2018). Extra caution should be  exercised in 
an organization that focuses too much on short-term performance 
if long-term and sustainable performance is desired.

Alternative solutions are also required to ensure that 
performance pressure does not reduce authentic leadership’s 
effectiveness. In actual business management, it may 
be  unrealistic to avoid performance pressure because an 
organization must survive by maximizing productivity (Mitchell 
et al., 2018). To compensate for this, it is necessary to emphasize 
on not only quantitative performance, but also ethical practices 
as part of the performance structure. Such efforts of an 
organization to manage performance will lay the foundation 
for fostering more authentic leadership. Leadership that lacks 
authenticity can still have a positive influence on performance 
(Fu et al., 2010; Yoon, 2012). However, it can create organizational 
inequality and corruption in the long run. Therefore, performance 
pressure should be  managed at an organizational level, such 
that authentic leadership’s positive influence is not compromised 
but rather multiplied. Ultimately, competitive advantages at 
the individual, team, and organizational levels depend on 
developing a high level of leadership. It should be  noted that 
authentic leadership can produce sustainable performance in 
today’s challenging business environment.

Limitations and Future Research
The hypotheses proposed in this study were accepted based 
on the empirical analysis results. Moreover, meaningful 
implications from a practical perspective were also derived. 
Nevertheless, suggestions were made to address the 
following limitations.

First, while performance pressure was viewed in a negative 
light, both negative and positive characteristics were noted in 
prior studies (Gardner, 2012; Mitchell et  al., 2018). Therefore, 
future research should consider both aspects. Regarding 
performance pressure’s moderating effect, when authentic 
leadership’s influence was small, members who perceived a 
high level of performance pressure had greater psychological 
capital compared to those who perceived a low level of 
performance pressure. Moreover, there may be other moderators 
in addition to authentic leadership that can affect psychological 
capital. Apart from authentic leadership, Avey (2014) stated 
that personal characteristics and job structure are antecedents 
that could influence psychological capital. Therefore, a broader 
understanding of the mechanism of authentic leadership can 
be  achieved if future research is designed and verified by 
considering both performance pressure and psychological capital.

Second, it is necessary to prove the presence of 
transformational leadership’s additional influence despite 
controlling it during the verification of authentic leadership’s 
influence. An important feedback in authentic leadership’s 
theoretical development stems from transformational leadership’s 
retrospective criticism (Michie and Gooty, 2005). Strong 
correlations between authentic leadership and transformational 
leadership have been reported through a meta-analysis of the 
two concepts (Banks et  al., 2016). Therefore, it is possible to 
demonstrate the extent of authentic leadership’s isolated effect 
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by verifying authentic leadership’s effectiveness in controlling 
transformational leadership.

Finally, the self-report method by the same respondents 
raised concerns about CMB. This is inevitable to some degree 
in leadership research as surveys based on members’ perceptions 
are effective (Oc and Bashshur, 2013). Moreover, it is only 
valid for gauging the level of psychological capital that members 
themselves perceive to possess (Walumbwa et al., 2010). However, 
authentic leadership’s influence on psychological capital and 
performance can be  confirmed in future research by using a 
method wherein members evaluate their leaders’ authentic 
leadership, while the leaders evaluate performance as a dependent 
variable. Furthermore, the causal relationship between authentic 
leadership, psychological capital, and performance needs to 
be  clarified by designing scenario-based experiments.

We hope that these suggestions will be considered to resolve 
many of the limitations raised in this study. We  also look 
forward to encouraging more researchers to investigate the 
relationship between authentic leadership and performance and 
to actively undertake research that will contribute both 
academically and practically in the future.

CONCLUSION

The study argues that the construct of authentic leadership, 
which originated in 2004 and has been studied as an essential 
leadership theory for about the last 20 years, needs to consider 
situational factors in order to be established as a more sophisticated 
leadership theory (Gardner et  al., 2011, 2021; Petersen and 
Youssef-Morgan, 2018). The study results reconfirmed that 
authentic leadership positively affects psychological capital, thereby 
enhancing employee task performance. This supports the argument 
that subordinates respond to leader authenticity by generating 
better performance as an individual (e.g., Wang et  al., 2014; 
Ribeiro et  al., 2018a). Furthermore, a new variable, namely, 
short-term performance pressure, was demonstrated as an 

organizational climate variable that weakens the effect of authentic 
leadership on psychological capital. This implies that sustainable 
authentic leadership from a long-term perspective can hinder 
development in an atmosphere that focuses on short-term results. 
This study contributes to the deepening of the literature on 
authentic leadership, psychological capital, and task performance 
by examining the situational factor of short-term performance 
pressure, which has hardly been investigated previously.
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One of the most important units of analysis for positive organizational psychology
research is leaders and future leaders in the workplace. Leaders often have a large
responsibility for and influence on the well-being and performance of their followers.
They also face the unique challenge of serving their followers and the organization while
needing to maintain their own vitality and well-being. Vitality can provide a foundation
of energy resources to a leader to serve at their full capacity. This study develops
and empirically examines a new three factor scale to measure leader vitality which
includes physical, psychological, and emotional components. In study 1, a total of
175 participants (including n = 128 leaders) completed the Leader Vitality Scale (LVS)
and other positive psychology related measures. Exploratory factor analysis and then
confirmatory factor analysis showed that the LVS is hierarchical with three distinct
factors, with overall vitality as the higher-order factor. Correlational tests with two
established vitality scales for general use showed that the LVS is positively related to
existing scales, demonstrating convergent validity. In study 2, data was gathered from
92 top level leaders in the C-Suite (n = 25), vice presidents (n = 23), directors (n = 21),
and managers (n = 23) of organizations across the United States. Results showed
that LVS scores significantly correlated with life satisfaction, positive emotions, positive
functioning at work, and psychological capital. Overall, these findings suggest that the
LVS is a valid measure for assessing leader vitality, and can used in future studies of
well-being and positive functioning at work.

Keywords: positive psychology at work, positive organizational psychology, positive leadership, vitality,
leadership, work-related well-being

INTRODUCTION

Donaldson and Ko (2010) defined positive organizational psychology “as the scientific study of
positive subjective experiences and traits in the workplace and positive organizations, and its
application to improve the effectiveness and quality of life in organizations.” In their systematic
review of the empirical literature, they identified leadership as the most empirically studied topic
to date, and one of the most important potential influencers of worker well-being and positive
functioning. More recent meta-analyses and systematic reviews show positive organizational
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psychology interventions that target improving employee, team,
and leader well-being can be highly effective for achieving
desired workplace outcomes (see Donaldson et al., 2019,
2021a; Donaldson and Chen, 2021). Additional recent research
has shown that the PERMA + 4 building blocks of well-
being (e.g., positive emotions, engagement, relationships,
meaning, achievement, physical health, positive mindset,
environment, and economic security) predict for the first time
that well-being and positive functioning at work measures
(including job and academic performance measures) above
and beyond mono-method and self-report bias (Donaldson
et al., 2021b, 2022; Donaldson and Donaldson, 2021a). One
important potential mechanism for many of the findings
related to leadership is that positive organizational psychology
interventions lead to higher levels of leader vitality (see
Cameron, 2021). However, a valid measure of leader vitality is
sorely needed so these potential relationships can be explored
with scientific rigor.

Leaders of organizations have continuous demands placed on
them from cultivating teams, to building organization culture, to
managing to the bottom line, to caring for employee well-being
and positive functioning. Resources are required to meet the
continuous demands placed on leaders and energy is one of these
valuable resources. Vogel (2017) showed through his research in
human energy and work that when individuals feel energized and
are thriving, leadership capacity is expanded. Human energy is
both generative and dynamic and it generally benefits the leader,
work teams, and organizations. Vitality is an inner resource that
can foster an abundance of energy available to self that can serve
leaders in meeting the pressures of their roles. Vitality is defined
as the as positive aliveness and having access to the energy within
oneself (Ryan and Frederick, 1997). The lens of Conservation
of Resources (COR) theory helps to explain that when a leader
has energy available to oneself, this protects the leader from
depletion. Conservation of Resources scholars consider energy
to be a scarce resource, such that it must be replenished when
depleted (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll and Shirom, 2001). Leaders need
energy resources to serve their followers’ needs and organizations
without depleting their own energy in the process or burning out.

Burnout is defined as “emotional/and or physical exhaustion,
lowered work productivity, and over depersonalization”
(Perlman and Hartman, 1982, p. 293). According to both the
Stanford School of Business and Harvard Business School,
burnout costs businesses between $125 billion and $190 billion
every year in healthcare costs in the United States alone (Garton,
2017). In light of the high potential for leadership burnout,
leaders and organizations need a way to support leaders and
a deeper understanding of how vitality can be cultivated
and utilized to protect leaders from burnout and increase
leadership capacity. Emotional labor is a key mechanism in
leadership that drains vitality. Emotional labor is defined by
the suppression of internal feelings to create the necessary
outward expression to elicit the proper state of mind and
coordination of others (Gardner et al., 2009). Emotional labor
is a continuous requirement for leaders to lead effectively in
organizations and it can drain vitality in leaders and lead to
burnout (Gardner et al., 2009). Leaders utilize emotional labor

to alter their emotional expression in two different ways, surface
acting (when leaders change their outward emotional expressions
but do not attempt to feel the emotions that they are displaying)
and deep level acting (when leaders attempt to feel the emotions
they want to display) (Humphrey et al., 2015). Surface level
acting has been shown to have the greatest negative impact to
leader resources and well-being (Humphrey et al., 2015).

Burnout and vitality can be seen as opposite ends of a
spectrum seen in Figure 1. Vitality is when a leader has an
abundance of energy available to self, where burnout is when
energy is depleted.

Instead of seeking to understand leader burnout in more
depth, this paper focuses on creating a deeper understanding
of vitality and how to better define and measure the construct
for leaders. “People who are fully vital have honest, trustworthy
and generative relationships with those around them (both
at home and at work; Cannon, 2011, p.308).” Leaders that
have a foundation of vitality have the potential to create
a “positive ripple effect” in the organization. The positive
leadership ripple effect is based on the theories and empirical
research including positive energizers and energy networks
theory (Baker et al., 2003; Cameron, 2021) and positive
relational energy (Owens et al., 2016). According to Cameron
(2021) individuals can be identified as “positive energizers,” or
“negative energizers.” The positive ripple effect refers to leaders
impacting organizations through being “positive energizers.”
Research on energy has shown that the resource of relational
energy in an individual is a key mechanism for transferring
energy to others through positive relationships (Vogel, 2017;
Dutton et al., 2020). A leader’s vitality potentially increases
the capacity for more positive relational energy with followers,
and therefore can create the positive-energy networks within
an organization that help enable a positive climate and
enhance performance (Baker et al., 2003; Baker, 2019; Cameron,
2012, 2021). Studies have shown that positively energizing
leaders can increase psychological capital and empowerment in
followers (Avey et al., 2011) and enhance trust in leadership
(Norman et al., 2010). Additionally, positive leaders have
been shown to increase employee well-being, life satisfaction
and job satisfaction (Kelloway et al., 2013; Zbierowski and
Góra, 2014; Cameron et al., 2017). Cameron (2021) showed
with a sample of 600 middle and upper-level leaders that
energizing behaviors led to higher organizational outcomes
including higher productivity, increased quality, better employee
morale, higher customer satisfaction and financial strength.
Leaders need a foundation of vitality to create the continual
transference of positive relational energy to achieve these
beneficial organizational outcomes.

Vitality
Vitality is an inner resource that can foster an abundance
of energy available to self. The construct of vitality was first
identified in 1997, when Ryan and Frederick (1997) defined the
concept of vitality and a developed a scale to measure it called
the Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS). The construct of vitality due
to is complexness continues to be a concept that is debated with
little cohesion on a single definition (Deng et al., 2015). Vitality is
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FIGURE 1 | Burnout to vitality.

often defined and measured through psychological factors alone
in psychology through scales like the Subjective Vitality Scale
(SVS) (Lavrusheva, 2020). Where the medical field tends to focus
more heavily on the emotional and physical factors of vitality with
scales like the health-related quality-of-life (HRQOL) and the SF-
36 Health Survey that has four questions on vitality (Deng et al.,
2015; Lavrusheva, 2020). Vitality traces back to Ancient Greek
and Eastern culture and philosophy in concepts like Chi in China,
Ki in Japan, Bayu in Indonesia, and Prana in India (Lavrusheva,
2020). The common theme of these ancient concepts of vitality is
an “underlying life energy or force flowing through living things”
(Lavrusheva, 2020, p. 2).

The current study examines physical, psychological, and
emotional vitality. Most definitions of vitality are combinations
of these three factors (Richman et al., 2009). For purposes of this
study, physical vitality is defined as energy available to oneself
or a sense of physical aliveness (Cannon, 2011). Psychological or
mental vitality is defined as the mental energy to think clearly,
focus, be alert, have flexible thinking, and create a positive
outlook (Richman et al., 2009). Emotional vitality is defined as
the energy available to oneself to regulate emotions effectively
(Penninx et al., 1998). Emotional vitality is closely related to
emotional intelligence and a potential an antecedent. A key
distinction between the two concepts is emotional intelligence
is focused on awareness and management of emotion and
emotional vitality can be seen as the energy resource required for
that awareness and management (Goleman and Boyatzis (2017).
It is believed that these three factors will create a more complete
understanding of leader vitality.

Overview
We conducted two empirical studies to test and validate the LVS.
The first study used exploratory factor analyses and confirmatory
factor analysis to confirm the LVS questions and factor structure
of the scale. In study 2, we directly recruited top level leaders
from US based organizations with C-suite to manager level roles
to further validate the LVS.

STUDY 1

The primary purpose of the first study was to develop a sound
measure for leader vitality that encompassed all three factors:
physical, psychological, and emotional. We generated questions
by reviewing a range of the items from the various vitality

scales that have been developed in both the psychology and
medical fields. The scale items were first tested for face validity
to refine the language of each question. We then tested the
scale using exploratory factor analysis (EFA), a method that
reduces and refines items, in a sample of leaders collected
through convenience sampling methods. The scale was then
validated with confirmatory factor analysis. Convergent validity
was established through correlating the new scale with the
validated Subject Vitality Scale (Ryan and Frederick, 1997) and
the SF-36 Health Survey four question vitality scale (RAND
Corporation, 2021). We tested the following hypotheses in
study 1:

H1: Vitality is a higher order construct that has three
sub-factors including physical, psychological, and
emotional vitality.

H2: The three sub-factors of leader vitality will be positively
correlated with one another.

H3: The three sub-factors of vitality are correlated but measure
distinct aspects of leader vitality.

METHOD

Scale Development
The first step of developing the questions for the Leader Vitality
Scale (LVS) was to evaluate the existing validated scales in vitality
including the Subjective Vitality Scale (Ryan and Frederick,
1997), SF-36 Health Survey (RAND Corporation, 2021), Vitality
Measure (Andersen and Lobel, 1995), and the Emotional Vitality
Measure (Penninx et al., 1998). These existing scales were studied
to determine the original 15 questions for the LVS that we
categorized by physical vitality, psychological or mental vitality,
and emotional vitality. There were a total of five questions
selected or created for each category. The questions were first
tested for face validity with a sample of 12 professionals with
both academic and professional backgrounds. The questions were
modified based on recommendations and finalized. The response
set for each question was a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).

Participants
A total of 175 people participated in the survey and were recruited
through LinkedIn and Facebook. The reason that both Facebook
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and LinkedIn were utilized was to obtain a predominately
workforce-based sample of leaders. The sample of N = 175
contained a total of 73% of participants (n = 128) that self-
identified as leaders in their organization and 85% of participants
(n = 149) who are working full or part-time. Of the sample,
72% were female (n = 126) and 26% were male (n = 49).
The participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 70 + years, with the
highest number of respondents being between 41 and 55 years
(n= 93). In terms of education, 89% of the participants possessed
a bachelor’s degree or higher (n= 155). Regarding race/ethnicity,
the majority self-identified as White/Caucasian (87%, n = 153),
followed by 4% Hispanic/Latino (n= 7), Multiracial (3%, n= 5),
Asian (2%, n= 4), and African American/Black (2%, n= 3).

Procedure
Participants completed a 65-question survey that included the
four vitality questions from the SF-36 Health Survey (RAND
Corporation, 2021), the Satisfaction with Life Satisfaction Scale
(SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985), the 15 question Leader Vitality Scale
(LVS), the six question Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS) (Ryan and
Frederick, 1997), the Psychological Capital PCQ-12 (Luthans and
Youssef-Morgan, 2017), and three questions utilizing Cantril’s
Ladder (Gallop, 2021). The three questions that utilized Cantril’s
ladder included asking participants to rate on a scale of 1–
10 the three factors of vitality. Demographic information was
collected at the end of the survey, including age, gender, marital
status, ethnicity, education level, employment status, income,
leadership status and management status. All questions in the
survey were required to be answered. Participants did not receive
any compensation for completing the survey.

Measures
SF-36 Health Survey
The SF-36 health survey is a health survey with only 36 questions
used around the world. It is a generic measure of health status
that includes four questions in vitality. Participants were asked
to answer the four vitality questions based on how they feel and
how things have been with them during the last 4 weeks on a scale
from 1 (all of the time) to 6 (none of the time), with two questions
being reverse coded. The questions included, “Did you feel full of
pep?”, “Did you have a lot of energy?”, “Did you feel worn out?”,
and “Did you feel tired?”

Satisfaction With Life Scale
Participants were asked to rate life satisfaction utilizing the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) which is a well validated and
widely used scale of subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1985).
This scale consists of five questions, “In most ways my life is
close to my ideal,” “The conditions of my life are excellent,” “I am
satisfied with my life,” “So far I have gotten the important things
I want in life,” “If I could live my life over, I would change almost
nothing.” The scale uses a 7-point Likert scale from “strongly
disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Leader Vitality Scale
Participants rated themselves on a 15 item three-factor scale with
five questions for physical vitality, five questions for psychological

TABLE 1 | Initial 15 Items of the LVS.

Factor Name and Items

Factor 1: Physical vitality

PHY1 I drink water throughout the day

PHY2 I regularly eat healthy

PHY3 I incorporate movement into my day

PHY4 I have the physical stamina to do the things I want to do in my life

PHY5 I feel well rested when I wake up in the morning

Factor 2: Psychological vitality

PSY1 I feel alive and vital

PSY2 I nearly always feel awake and alert

PSY3 I feel at choice in what thoughts I give attention to

PSY4 I can focus even in highly distracting situations

PSY5 I am able to maintain a positive outlook

Factor 3: Emotional vitality

EMO1 I am aware of my emotional state

EMO2 I can influence my emotions when needed

EMO3 I have the energy I need to manage my stress

EMO4 I find time to relax and replenish my energy

EMO5 I have the emotional stamina to face problems

or mental vitality and five questions for emotional vitality. The
response set was a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). The 15 initial questions are
shown in Table 1.

Subjective Vitality Scale
Participants were asked to self-report their vitality through the six
questions on the Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS). The SVS was first
developed by Ryan and Frederick (1997) as a seven question scale
and applied in 40 studies (Ryan and Frederick, 1997). The SVS
was developed “to narrowly reflect a positive feeling of having
personal energy” (Ryan and Frederick, 1997, p. 559) and the
scale consists of a 7-point Likert scale from “not at all true” to
“very true”. Bostic et al. (2000) re-evaluated the construct validity
and utility of the SVS through structural equation modeling and
found greater validity by removing the one negatively worded
question from the scale (Bostic et al., 2000). The updated six-
question SVS utilizes the inclusion of correlated error and thus
has better goodness of fit indices than the longer version of SVS
(GFI= 0.94 vs. 0.97) (Bostic et al., 2000).

PsyCap PCQ-12
The Psychological Capital Questionnaire (12 items; PCQ-12)
is the short version of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire
(PCQ-24) (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017). The PCQ-12
consists of 12 items measuring hope, self-efficacy, resilience, and
optimism. The scale uses a six-point Likert scale ranging from
“I strongly disagree” to “I strongly agree”.

Leader Vitality Using Cantril’s Ladder
Participants were directly asked to rate their physical vitality,
psychological vitality, and emotional vitality using Cantril’s
ladder (Gallop, 2021). Participants received the following
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questions and definitions for each and then were asked to rate
each area on a scale of 0 (worst possible) to 10 (best possible).

• Where on the ladder do you stand now in terms of the
amount of physical vitality you have (e.g., physical energy
available to oneself, physical aliveness)?
• Where on the ladder do you stand now in terms of the

amount of psychological or mental vitality you have (e.g.,
mental energy to think clearly, focus, be alert, have flexible
thinking, and create a positive outlook)?
• Where on the ladder do you stand now in terms of the

amount of emotional vitality you have (e.g., energy available
to oneself to regulate emotions effectively)?

RESULTS

Exploratory Factor Analysis
SPSS (version 26) was utilized in analyzing the collected data
for exploratory factor analysis. The final dataset included 175
participants. All survey questions were required to be answered.
There were a total of 24 surveys that were not completed
and removed from the database. The data passed Bartlett’s
test of sphericity (p < 0.001) and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
measure (KMO = 0.92), confirming that the items were sampled
adequately to proceed with factor analysis (Hair et al., 1995;
Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). Factors were extracted using the
principal axis factoring (PAF) method and rotated obliquely
(Fabrigar et al., 1999). We conducted Horn’s (1965) parallel
analysis to determine the number of factors that should be
retained. No items had weak factor loadings (less than 0.50)
and therefore we retained all 15 items. We then performed a
series of EFA on the remaining items, to determine questions
that had factor loadings less than 0.60. Based on this criterion
we eliminated four questions—PHY5: I feel well rested when
I wake up in the morning; PSY4: I can focus even in highly
distracting situations; EMO1: I am aware of my emotional
state; EMO4: I find time to relax and replenish my energy.
The final set of 11 questions with factor loadings higher than
0.60 is displayed in Table 2. The initial EFA showed two
factors, one for physical vitality and one for the combination of
psychological and emotional vitality. Table 2 illustrates the items,
item means, standard deviations, and factor loadings for the 11
items. The internal consistency of the 11 item LVS was high, with
Cronbach’s alpha= 0.91.

The factors demonstrated good internal consistency, with
the physical vitality at a Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82 and the
psychological and emotional vitality factor at a Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.91. Factor correlations were 0.69 (see Table 3). The
two factors explained 56% of the total variance observed in the
LVS, indicating the retained items’ strength. Overall, these results
provide initial evidence of construct validity.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
R (version 1.3.1093) was then utilized in analyzing the collected
data for confirmatory factor analysis. The data set showed
adequate skewness and kurtosis, and histograms confirmed

TABLE 2 | Exploratory factor analysis: items, means, standard deviations, and
factor loadings of the LVS.

Factor loadings

Factor Name and Items M SD 1 2

Factor 1: Physical vitality

PHY1 I drink water throughout the
day

5.69 1.43 0.64

PHY2 I regularly eat healthy 5.32 1.52 0.65

PHY3 I incorporate movement
into my day

5.67 1.41 0.87

PHY4 I have the physical stamina
to do the things I want to
do in my life

5.35 1.47 0.68

Factor 2: Psychological
vitality

PSY1 I feel alive and vital 5.54 1.25 0.69

PSY2 I nearly always feel awake
and alert

4.95 1.38 0.73

PSY3 I feel at choice in what
thoughts I give attention to

5.41 1.33 0.73

PSY5 I am able to maintain a
positive outlook

5.85 1.02 0.82

Factor 3: Emotional
vitality

EMO2 I can influence my emotions
when needed

5.46 1.11 0.76

EMO3 I have the energy I need to
manage my stress

5.29 1.31 0.74

EMO5 I have the emotional
stamina to face problems

5.75 1.10 0.76

TABLE 3 | Exploratory factor analysis: matrix of factor correlations of the LVS.

Factor 1 2

1 Physical Vitality 1.00 0.69

2 Psychological and Emotional Vitality 0.69 1.00

normal distributions. Scatterplots between the LVS and criterion
variables were linear, with no specific patterns, ensuring
homoscedasticity. CFA was performed using the maximum
likelihood estimation procedure. First, we tested the two-
factor model confirmed through exploratory factor analysis.
Subsequently, we compared the two-factor model fit with a
three-factor model with a higher-order factor as originally
hypothesized. The two-factor model demonstrated good fit
indices [X2

= 71.54, df = 44, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95,
SRMR = 0.06, RMSEA = 0.07; RMSEA 90% CI = (0.04, 0.10)];
CFI exceeded the 0.95 cutoff; SRMR was less than suggested
0.06 cutoff, RMSEA was less than 0.08 for adequate fit (Hu
and Bentler, 1999; MacCallum and Austin, 2000; Kline, 2015).
All items loaded significantly on the latent variables, with
coefficients ranging from 0.67 to 0.85. The two subscales were
highly intercorrelated at 0.75. We then assessed the hypothesized
three-factor model with a higher-order factor, separating the
psychological and emotional vitality factors. The subscales loaded
with coefficients ranging from 0.62 to 0.82 (see Figure 2). The fit
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FIGURE 2 | Graphical representation of a three-factor model with a
higher-order factor.

indices demonstrated a better model fit than the two-factor model
[X2
= 65.85, df = 41, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.05,

RMSEA = 0.07; RMSEA 90% CI = (0.04, 0.10)]. The subscales
were highly intercorrelated, ranging from 0.72 to 0.94. Table 4
summarizes the model fit indices for both models. Because both
the two-factor model and the three-factor model demonstrated
good model fit, the two models were further examined. AIC score
(5,510.20 vs. 5,509.36) and model comparison showed that data
fit better on the three-factor model. However, the TLI difference
was not statistically significant (< 0.01), indicating that the model
difference is negligible (Gignac, 2007). In this case, we favored
the three-factor model with a higher order factor because of the
better fit with the theoretical perspective of vitality. Thus, we
concluded that a three-factor model with a higher-order factor
best supports the concept of vitality from both statistical and
theoretical considerations.

Convergent Validity Tests
We hypothesized that the LVS would be positively correlated with
both the SVS and the SF-36 Health Survey vitality questions.
We examined the Pearson correlation coefficient to test this
hypothesis. Correlations among the LVS and the existing vitality
scales were positive and significant (see Table 5).

TABLE 5 | Convergent validity of the LVS.

LVS SVS SF-36

LVS 1 0.77** 0.74**

SVS 0.77** 1 0.64**

SF-36 0.74** 0.64** 1

N = 175.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

Another test of convergent validity was to evaluate the LVS
factors against the three item Cantril’s Ladder scale for physical
vitality, psychological vitality, and emotional vitality. The results
show significant relationships across all factors with the strongest
correlations between the LVS emotional factor and the ladder
emotional vitality question (r2

= 0.78, p < 0.01), the LVS
psychological factor and the ladder psychological vitality question
(r2
= 0.70, p < 0.01), and the LVS physical factor and the ladder

physical vitality question (r2
= 0.67, p < 0.01), (See Table 6).

A final evaluation was done to determine whether the LVS was
unique from measures of Life Satisfaction and PsyCap. There is a
significant correlation between the LVS and Life Satisfaction and
PsyCap, but the LVS shows to be a unique construct (See Table 7).

Analysis was done to compare female versus male participants,
part-time versus full time employees, and managerial/leadership
status differences for the LVS. There were no significant
differences found between any of these comparisons.

DISCUSSION

The results of study 1 suggest that the Leader Vitality Scale (LVS)
is a promising new way to measure leader vitality. We found
in this study that the LVS is comprised of three unique factors,
physical vitality, psychological vitality, and emotional vitality.
The three factors appear to be distinct and to form a higher
order construct of leader vitality. We also found that the LVS
was related to the other more general vitality scales that we
administered to provide some evidence for convergent validity.

STUDY 2

Study 2 was conducted to further test the validity of the LVS with
leaders in US based companies and the relationships between
vitality, well-being, and psychological capital.

TABLE 4 | Confirmatory factor analysis of the LVS.

X2 df CFI SRMR TLI RMSEA 90%CI AIC

Two-factor model 71.54 44 0.961 0.060 0.951 0.070 0.038, 0.099 5510.22

Three-factor model 65.85 41 0.964 0.046 0.952 0.069 0.036, 0.099 5509.36

N = 175.
Relative indexes: CFI = comparative fit index.
SRMR = standardized root mean square residual.
TLI = the Tucker–Lewis Index.
RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation.
AIC = the Akaike Information Criteria.
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TABLE 6 | Convergent validity of the LVS factors and Cantril’s ladder vitality questions.

LVS Physical LVS Psychological LVS Emotional Ladder Physical Ladder Psychological Ladder Emotional

LVS Physical 1 0.61** 0.59** 0.67** 0.37** 0.45**

LVS Psychological 0.61** 1 0.78** 0.60** 0.70** 0.70**

LVS Emotional 0.59** 0.78** 1 0.54** 0.67** 0.78**

Ladder Physical 0.67** 0.60** 0.54** 1 0.53** 0.48**

Ladder Psychological 0.37** 0.70** 0.67** 0.53** 1 0.73**

Ladder Emotional 0.45** 0.70** 0.78** 0.48** 0.73** 1

N = 175.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

Participants and Procedures
A total of 92 leaders ranging from manager to CEO were sampled
from companies across the United States. The sample of leaders
was collected through email recruitment and snowball sampling
techniques. Of the sample, 48% were female (n = 44) and 50%
were male (n = 46) and 2% preferred not to answer (n = 2).
The participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 70 + years, with the
highest number of respondents being between 41 and 55 years
(n= 48). In terms of education, 80% of the participants possessed
a bachelor’s degree or higher (n = 74). Regarding race/ethnicity,
the majority self-identified as White/Caucasian (75%, n = 69),
followed by 7% African American/Black (n = 6), Multiracial
(5%, n = 5), Hispanic/Latino (5%, n = 5), Asian (4%, n = 4),
preferred not to say (2%, n = 2) and Other/Unknown (n = 1).
Eighty six percent of participants had been in their role for
more than 1 year (n = 79). The participants’ roles are shown in
Table 8.

Procedure
Participants completed a 75-question survey that included the 11
question Leader Vitality Scale (LVS), the six question Subjective
Vitality Scale (SVS) (Ryan and Frederick, 1997), the Satisfaction
with Life Satisfaction Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985), the
Psychological Capital PCQ-12 (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan,
2017), the Positive Functioning at Work Scale (PF-W) created
by Donaldson and Donaldson (2021b) and the Positive and

TABLE 7 | LVS correlations with life satisfaction and PsyCap.

LVS SWLS PsyCap

LVS 1 0.56** 0.57**

LS 0.56** 1 0.46**

PsyCap 0.57** 0.46** 1

N = 175.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

TABLE 8 | Leader roles.

n %

C-Suite 25 27

Senior Vice President/Vice President 23 25

Senior Director/Director 21 23

Manager 23 25

Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) scale (Watson et al., 1988).
Demographic information was collected at the end of the survey,
including age, gender, marital status, ethnicity, education level,
and role tenure. All questions in the survey were required to
be answered. Participants did not receive any compensation for
completing the survey.

Additional Measures
Building Blocks of Well-Being
Leaders were assessed through the Positive Functioning at Work
Scale (PF-W) which measures the building blocks of work related
well-being based on PERMA + 4 (Donaldson and Donaldson,
2021b; Donaldson et al., 2022). The PF-W integrates nine
building blocks of well-being and positive functioning including
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning,
accomplishment, physical health, mindset, environment,
and economic security. The PF-W consists of 29 questions
and is a validated scale with an overall reliability (α = 0.94).
The reliabilities for each of the nine subcategories from
acceptable (> 0.70) to excellent (> 0.90) (Howe, 1970): positive
emotions (α = 0.93), engagement (α = 0.88), relationships
(α = 0.90), meaning (α = 0.91), accomplishment (α = 0.81),
physical health (α = 0.85), mindset (α = 0.86), environment
(α = 0.76), and economic security (α = 0.84) (Donaldson
and Donaldson, 2021b). Leaders were asked to report their
nine building blocks of well-being and positive functioning of
well-being based on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
2= disagree, 3= somewhat disagree, 4= neither agree or disagree,
5= somewhat agree, 6= agree, 7= strongly agree).

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
The PANAS was developed by Watson et al. (1988) and is
two 10-item mood scale that comprises both positive and
negative affect words. The scale has been shown to be highly
internally consistent and stable with alpha reliabilities ranging
from 0.86 to 0.90 for positive affect and from 0.84 to 0.87
for negative affect (Watson et al., 1988). The total score is
calculated by finding the sum of the 10 positive items, and
then the 10 negative items with scores ranging from 10 to
50 for both sets of items. For the total positive score and
negative score, a higher score indicates more the positive or
negative affect. PANAS has been widely and frequently used
and has been validated in several languages, and it has shown
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TABLE 9 | LVS correlations with Life Satisfaction, PF-W, PANAS, PsyCap.

LVS SWLS PF-W PANAS + PANAS− PsyCap

LVS 1 0.53** 0.76** 0.63** −0.57** 0.47**

SWLS 0.53** 1 0.60** 0.41** −0.48** 0.41**

PF-W 0.76** 0.60** 1 0.59** −0.48** 0.58**

PANAS + 0.63** 0.41** 0.59** 1 −0.30** 0.54**

PANAS- −0.57** −0.48** −0.48** −0.30** 1 −0.39**

PsyCap 0.47** 0.41** 0.58** 0.54** −0.39** 1

N = 92.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

excellent psychometric properties in the general population
(Díaz-García et al., 2020).

RESULTS

SPSS (version 27) was utilized in analyzing the collected
data for correlation analysis. The final dataset included
92 participants. All survey questions were required to be
answered. There was a total of 57 surveys that were not
completed and removed from the database. The data set showed
adequate skewness and kurtosis, and histograms confirmed
normal distributions. Analysis was done to compare gender
and leadership level for LVS and there were no significant
differences in gender or in leadership level. Scatterplots
between the LVS and other scale variables were linear.
Correlations among the LVS and the SVS were tested again
for convergent validity and again showed a significant positive
relationship (r2

= 0.86, p < 0.01). The internal consistency
of the 11 item LVS was also high again, with Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.89. There are also significant correlations between
the LVS and Life Satisfaction, PF-W, PANAS and PsyCap (See
Table 9).

A further breakdown of the nine building blocks of
PERMA + 4 and the correlations to the LVS are presented
in Table 10 showing that the LVS is most highly correlated with
physical health, then accomplishment, followed by relationships,
environment, positive emotions, meaning, perception of
financial security, and mindset with no significant correlation
to engagement.

A Bartlett’s test between Study 1 and Study 2 was run and
results show there are no significant differences between Study
1 and Study 2 for the LVS or the factors of the LVS. A power
test was also run and suggested these findings were not simply
due to sample size.

DISCUSSION

Study 2 further confirmed that the LVS is a valid scale using data
from a sample of top-level leaders within US based companies.
The LVS was strongly related to PERMA + 4 (measured by
the PF-W; Donaldson and Donaldson, 2021b) and positive
emotions with an inverse relationship to negative emotions
(measured by the PANAS; Watson et al., 1988). The LVS also
showed to be highly related to 8 of the 9 building blocks
of PERMA + 4. Furthermore the LVS is highly related to
other measures used in positive psychology research including
satisfaction with life (as measured by the SWLS; Diener et al.,
1985) and psychological capital (as measured by PCQ-12;
Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017).

General Discussion
We found in both study 1 and 2 that the LVS was highly
related to leader well-being (as measured by the SWLS; Diener
et al., 1985) and psychological capital (as measured by PCQ-
12; Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017) in the direction we
would expect if the LVS was a valid measure of leader vitality.
In study 2, we found the LVS was also significantly related to
the nine PERMA + 4 building blocks of well-being and positive
functioning. Our findings suggest that LVS has great promise for
helping researchers develop a deeper understanding of the ways
leader vitality can be defined and measured in future positive
psychology research in the workplace. Previous measures of
vitality have been not included all three important factors that the
LVS encompasses. The LVS gives researchers and practitioners a
more expanded way to research and evaluate the three factors
of vitality including antecedents and outcomes of the individual
factors. If our findings are replicated and extended in future
research, it is possible that the LVS will provide more clarity
to the opposite end of the burnout spectrum. Understanding
how to measure the important resource of vitality can potentially
help practitioners build it in a way that protects leaders from
burnout, and enhances their leadership capacity, well-being, and
positive functioning at work and beyond. The LVS can also
be an important tool in leader development to help leaders
think about their vitality and measure changes to this important
resource over time.

The LVS could also be further validated and used in work to
study the positive leadership framework recently proposed by
Cameron (2021). This framework hypothesizes a leader’s ability
to build positive relational energy with followers energizes them
to create extraordinary results for their organization. That is,
positive leaders encourage, empower, energize, and enhance the
well-being and positive functioning of others. They are “positive

TABLE 10 | LVS correlations PERMA + 4 pathways.

Positive Emotions Engagement Relationships Meaning Accomplishment Health Mindset Financial security Environment

LVS 0.50** −0.02 0.52** 0.26** 0.57** 0.73** 0.21* 0.30** 0.52**

N = 92.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed).
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energizers” in the workplace that create positive relational energy
and heightened the level of psychological resourcefulness of their
followers (Owens et al., 2016; Dutton et al., 2020; Cameron,
2021). The LVS could provide a new way to evaluate whether
having physical, psychological, and emotional energy available
to self can provide a foundation for more capacity for positive
relational energy as well as positive leadership behaviors (e.g.,
actively listening, expressing gratitude, building trust, motivating
others, creating meaning and purpose).

Strengths and Limitations
The present study was able to provide empirical evidence
that the LVS could be an effective way to measure leader
vitality in future positive psychology research conducted in
the workplace. The findings were based on a broad sample of
leaders across companies and industries. The pattern of findings
suggests the LVS could be an important measure for advancing
our understanding of positive organizational psychology and
specifically leader and follower well-being and optimal positive
functioning (Donaldson and Chen, 2021; Donaldson et al.,
2021b). We view these first empirical studies of the LVS as
promising and encourage future researchers to overcome some of
this study’s limitations and extend the empirical research in this
important area of positive psychology.

First, it seems important to study leader vitality and well-
being in larger and more diverse samples across multiple
countries. Although we recognize the challenges of recruiting
large numbers of diverse leaders for workplace well-being
research, the time, effort, and resources needed to do this could
have major long-term payoffs for future workplace well-being
research and interventions. Second, the cross-sectional nature of
the findings of this study are limited, and future longitudinal
research could help us better understand the LVS and how
leader vitality, well-being, and positive functioning interact over
time. Finally, we recognized this first study of the LVS did
not account for mono-method and self-report bias (Donaldson
and Grant-Vallone, 2002; Donaldson and Donaldson, 2021a;
Donaldson et al., 2021b). Ackerman et al. (2018) found that
these limitations are somewhat common in related research on
well-being. Nevertheless, we recommend future studies focus on
ruling out these potential threats to validity by using more than

self-report measures of leader vitality, well-being, and positive
functioning. Future research is needed to see how self-reports
of leader vitality converge or diverge from other measures like
informant reports or physiological measures.

CONCLUSION

Leaders face unique challenges and demands on their energy
resources and need to maintain their own vitality and well-being
in order to meet the requirements of their work and personal
lives (Bruning et al., 2021). Vitality can provide a foundation
of energy resources to a leader to serve at their full capacity
and protect the leader’s resources from burnout. This study
provides a new tool for measuring overall vitality and three sub-
factors of physical vitality, psychological vitality, and emotional
vitality. We are hopeful that over time the LVS will become a
useful measure for assessing leader vitality, and for developing
a better understanding of leader vitality, well-being, positive
functioning at work, and positive organizational psychology 2.0
(see Donaldson et al., 2022).
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This study aimed to investigate the relationship of employee growth mindset with

innovative behavior and the mediating role of use of strength as well as the moderating

role of strengths-based leadership in this relationship. Data with a sample of 244

employees working in diverse Chinese organizations were collected at two points in

time. Results of bootstrapping analyses demonstrated that growth mindset is positively

related to innovative behavior, employee strengths use partially mediates the positive

relationship of growth mindset with innovative behavior, and strengths-based leadership

strengthens the direct relationship between employee growth mindset and innovative

behavior and the indirect relationship of employee growth mindset with innovative

behavior via strengths use. This study advances growth mindset and innovative behavior

theories and research.

Keywords: growth mindset, innovative behavior, strengths use, strengths-based leadership, workplace

INTRODUCTION

Mindset theory, which originates from educational psychology, has attracted considerable interest
of the researchers due to its positive effect on students’ motivation and achievement (Yeager and
Dweck, 2020; Xu et al., 2021). Dweck (2006) suggested that individual mindsets can be divided into
two categories, namely, growth mindset, and fixed mindset. Individuals with a growth mindset
believe that their attributes such as intelligence are malleable, whereas individuals endorsing a
fixed mindset believe that their attributes are stable (Yeager and Dweck, 2020). Many studies have
indicated that people with a growth mindset are more likely to learn from their mistakes and
reach higher levels of learning performance and achievement than people with a fixed mindset
(e.g., Asbury et al., 2016; Bostwick and Becker-Blease, 2018; Yeager and Dweck, 2020). In addition,
previous research has also found that employee growth mindset contributes to improved employee
engagement (Keating and Heslin, 2015), task performance, job satisfaction, and organizational
citizenship behavior (Han and Stieha, 2020).

Unfortunately, we have less knowledge of the relationship between employee
growth mindset and innovative behavior. Innovative behavior has been defined
as “an employee’s intentional introduction or application of new ideas, products,
processes, and procedures to his or her work role, work unit, or organization” (Yuan
and Woodman, 2010, p. 324); it is a crucial influencing factor of organizational
effectiveness and sustainable development (Scott and Bruce, 1994; Aryee et al., 2012).
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To motivate employees to exhibit more innovative behaviors,
researchers have identified many antecedents to innovative
behavior from the perspective of employee characteristics such as
creative self-efficacy (Newman et al., 2018), proactive personality
(Li et al., 2017), conscientiousness, and openness to experience
(George and Zhou, 2001). However, to the best of our knowledge,
no prior research has been found to empirically investigate the
relationship between employee growth mindset and innovative
behavior. In essence, innovative behavior is characterized by risk
and difficulty (Janssen et al., 2004; Menguc and Auh, 2010). As
employees with a growth mindset do not worry about making
mistakes and are good at addressing issues (Chao et al., 2017), it
is possible to postulate that employee growthmindset is positively
related to innovative behavior. Thus, the first aim of this study is
to test this relationship.

In addition, although prior literature has investigated the
effects of growth mindset from diverse perspectives (e.g., Corradi
et al., 2019; Cutumisu, 2019; Yeager et al., 2019; Wang et al.,
2021), we have less knowledge about why growth mindset can
lead to various positive outcomes. A recent study has investigated
the cognitive mechanism (i.e., reasoning ability) underlying
the effect of growth mindset (Wang et al., 2020). However, it
is worth noting that behavioral process is also an important
perspective for explaining the effect of mindset (Meyers et al.,
2020). Unfortunately, existing literature on growth mindset
neglects this point. Strengths use, defined as the behaviors that
individuals proactively leverage their own strengths in various
contexts (Van Woerkom et al., 2016), might serve as a potential
mediator between growth mindset and innovative behavior
because employees who regard personal strengths as malleable
(Jach et al., 2018) are more likely to play to their strengths at
work so as to further develop their strengths, thereby leading
to increased innovative behavior (Ding et al., 2021). As a result,
the study’s second aim is to investigate the behavioral process
mechanism (i.e., employee strengths use) through which growth
mindset is positively related to innovative behavior.

More importantly, the efficacy of individual characteristics
is influenced by the contextual factors (Orvis and Leffler,
2011). For instance, Tierney et al. (1999) found that employees
high in adaptive cognitive style can execute more invention
disclosure forms when the relationship between employee and
supervisor is supportive and of high quality. In a similar vein,
when a supervisor executes more strengths-based leadership
behaviors, his/her followers with growth mindset will be likely to
capitalize on their strengths at work, thereby leading to increased
innovative behavior. Strengths-based leadership refers to the
extent to which leaders take various actions to promote their
own and employees’ strengths identification, deployment, and
development (Burkus, 2011). Strengths-based leadership conveys
an important cue to employees that leveraging strengths at work
is appreciated and encouraged by the employer organizations
or leaders (Ding and Yu, 2021). According to trait activation
theory, when a situation relevant to a trait provides cues for
the display of trait-related behaviors, individuals will exhibit
more relevant behaviors (Tett et al., 2021). Based on this logic,
we can postulate that when strengths-based leadership is high,
employees who have higher levels of growth mindset may exhibit

more strengths use behaviors and subsequently execute more
innovative behaviors. Therefore, the third aim of this study is to
test the positively moderating effect of strengths-based leadership
on the relationships between growth mindset, strengths use, and
innovative behavior.

In sum, this study aimed to develop and examine a moderated
mediation model regarding growth mindset, strengths-based
leadership, strengths use, and innovative behavior. This study
adds to growth mindset and innovative behavior literature
in three ways. First, this is the first study to empirically
investigate the relationship between employee growth mindset
and innovative behavior, which provides new insight into the
antecedent to innovative behavior, and extends previous research
on the effect of growth mindset. Second, by examining the
mediating effect of employee strengths use, this study contributes
to a deeper understanding of the probable behavioral mechanism
through which growth mindset is positively associated with
innovative behavior. Third, by investigating themoderating effect
of strengths-based leadership, this study helps find a better way of
maximizing the effects of growth mindset in terms of enhanced
strengths use and innovative behavior.

This study is organized as follows. We reviewed relevant
literature and develop the hypotheses of this study in
the “Theory and hypothesis development.” The “Method”
section presents participants, data collection procedures, and
measures. In the “Results” section, we displayed the results
of confirmatory factor analyses, descriptive statistics, and
hypotheses testing. The “Discussion” section explains the
theoretical and practical implications, potential limitations, and
directions for future research. Finally, we summarized this study
in the “Conclusion” section.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Growth Mindset and Innovative Behavior
Over the past two decades, mindset research has gradually
triggered researchers’ interest (e.g., Caniëls et al., 2018) in that
mindset dominates our ways of perceiving the world and then
influences our attitudes, motivation, and behaviors (Cseh et al.,
2013). Growth mentality and fixed mindset are the two types of
mindset (Yeager and Dweck, 2020). Importantly, in recent years,
researchers have paid more attention to growth mindset because
growth mindset can bring out more benefits to individuals such
as increased intrinsic motivation compared with fixed mindset
(Zhao et al., 2018) and decreased perceived cognitive load (Xu
et al., 2021). Dweck (2006) has demonstrated that individuals
with a growth mindset consider their characteristics such as
talents, intelligence, strengths, and abilities as malleable. In the
face of difficulties and setbacks, individuals high in growth
mindset are more optimistic and resilient (Blackwell et al., 2007).
Moreover, there was evidence that growth mindset is related to
adaptive health and psychosocial outcomes such as lower anxiety
and postoperative pain (Kain et al., 2021). Although several
studies have also shown that growth mindset is able to lead to
various desired outcomes for employees such as increased work
engagement (Keating and Heslin, 2015; Zeng et al., 2019) and
decreased work stress (Zhao and Chen, 2021), less is known
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about the relationship between employee growth mindset and
innovative behavior.

This study postulates that growth mindset employees will
execute more innovative behaviors. Employees with a growth
mindset are more likely to view challenges and difficulties as
crucial opportunities to learn and progress, according to the
research (Paunesku et al., 2015; Chao et al., 2017). As innovative
behavior is challenging and risky (Yuan and Woodman, 2010;
Hsu and Chen, 2017), employees with a growth mindset might
execute more innovation at work so as to learn from the
process of innovation. Furthermore, growth mindset employees
always work hard (Bedford, 2017), proactively seek feedback
and help from others (Cutumisu, 2019), and try novel strategies
to attain their goals (Abernethy et al., 2021). These positive
behaviors not only contribute to employee innovation but also
are the manifestation of employee innovative behavior. More
importantly, O’Keefe et al. (2018) have pointed out that growth
mindset might have a positive relationship with innovation. As
a result, we suggested the following hypothesis, based on the
foregoing rationale and the argument by O’Keefe et al. (2018).

Hypothesis 1: Employee growth mindset is positively related
to innovative behavior.

The Mediating Role of Employee Strengths
Use
Alongside the development of positive psychology, strengths-
based approaches have garnered more and more attention
from scholars and practitioners (e.g., Proctor et al., 2011;
Ruch et al., 2020). Therein, a growing body of research has
focused on employee strengths use due to its positive effect
on employees’ attitudes, motivation, emotions, behaviors, and
performance (e.g., Bakker and Van Woerkom, 2018; Bakker and
van Wingerden, 2021). Employees who capitalize on strengths
at work, for example, are more engaged at work and experience
higher levels of work meaningfulness and job satisfaction
(Littman-Ovadia et al., 2017). In addition, strengths use has
been found to be positively related to wellbeing, self-esteem, and
self-efficacy (Proctor et al., 2011), and be negatively associated
with feelings of depression and stress (Wood et al., 2011;
Huber et al., 2017). More importantly, when employees utilize
their strengths at work, they are more apt to exhibit more
innovative behaviors because strengths use can foster employees’
positive affect (Ding et al., 2021); such emotional resource
subsequently stimulates employees to take risky behaviors (Isen
and Patrick, 1983), thereby promoting employee innovative
behavior. Recent empirical research has provided evidence for
the positive relationship between employee strengths use and
innovative behavior (Ding et al., 2021).

Given that strengths use can lead to various positive
outcomes, several scholars have investigated the antecedents to
employee strengths use. Extant research found that individuals’
characteristics such as core self-evaluation (Ding and Lin, 2020),
proactive personality (Yi-Feng Chen et al., 2021), and strengths
endorsement (Tang et al., 2019) contribute to enhanced strengths
use. Nevertheless, we have yet to know whether growth mindset
as a crucial individual characteristic (Mesler et al., 2021) relates

to strengths use. This study believes that growth mindset is
positively related to strengths use because individuals with a
growth mindset tend to consider their strengths as malleable and
are more likely to deploy their strengths in various positive ways
(Jach et al., 2018). More importantly, Zhao et al. (2021) suggested
that growth mindset is able to lead to valuable outcomes through
behavioral mechanisms. Based on this argument, we postulated
that growth mindset can positively influence innovative behavior
via strengths use. In sum, the following hypothesis was derived.

Hypothesis 2: Employee strengths use mediates the
relationship between employee growth mindset and
innovative behavior.

The Moderating Effect of Strengths-Based
Leadership
Although strengths-based leadership has been demonstrated to
be quite effective in promoting employee strengths use (Ding
and Yu, 2021), we have yet to know whether it can act as
a moderator between employee growth mindset and strengths
use. This study postulates that strengths-based leadership can
also enhance the positive relationship between employee growth
mindset and strengths use. As demonstrated earlier, according
to trait activation theory, when a situation relevant to a trait
provides cues for a display of trait-related behaviors, individuals
will exhibit more such behaviors (Tett et al., 2021). A great
deal of empirical research has supported this argument (e.g.,
Zagenczyk et al., 2017; Luria et al., 2019). For instance, Javed et al.
(2020) found that openness to experience will have a stronger
influence on innovative work behavior when ethical leadership
is high rather than low. Growth mindset can be treated as a
specific strength-related trait (Ryazanov and Christenfeld, 2018).
If a contextual factor conveys a signal to employees high in
growth mindset that leveraging strengths at work is appreciated
and encouraged, employees will tend to make the most of their
strengths at work. Because substantial literature has shown that
leadership can serve as an activation factor of traits in employees
(e.g., Colbert and Witt, 2009; Xu and Yu, 2019), it is possible
to anticipate strengths-based leadership as a moderator in the
relationship between growth mindset and strengths use.

Specifically, when strengths-based leadership is high,
employees can receive an important cue from leaders that
their leaders appreciate and encourage employee strengths use
(Ding et al., 2020). Based on the logic of trait activation theory,
employees who hold a growth mindset will take advantage
of their own strengths at work if their leaders exhibit more
strengths-based leadership behaviors. This is because the signal
that strengths-based leaders convey to employees contributes
to activating strengths-related traits of employees. Accordingly,
we believe that strengths-based leadership might enhance the
positive relationship between growth mindset and strengths
use. Furthermore, as strengths use might mediate the growth
mindset-innovative behavior linkage, it is reasonable to believe
that strengths-based leadership might boost the mediational
effect of strengths use on the relationship between employee
growth mindset and innovative behavior. Based on the above
discussion, we postulated the following hypotheses.
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FIGURE 1 | The research model.

Hypothesis 3. Strengths-based leadership positivelymoderates
the relationship between growth mindset and strengths use in
such a way that the relationship of growth mindset with strengths
use is stronger when strengths-based leadership is high rather
than low.

Hypothesis 4. Strengths-based leadership positivelymoderates
the mediational effect of strengths use on the relationship
between growth mindset and innovative behavior in such a way
that the mediational effect of strengths use is stronger when
strengths-based leadership is high rather than low.

The proposed research model is presented in Figure 1.

METHODS

Research Approach
A questionnaire survey method was used for the current study.
Due to its relatively low cost, the questionnaire survey method
has been a popular method for data collection (Heeringa et al.,
2017). A large number of extant studies have adopted this method
to conduct empirical research (e.g., Rasool et al., 2022; Wang
et al., 2022).

Participants and Procedure
In this study, we adopted a convenience sampling method
to recruit participants (Brewis, 2014). Self-administrated
online questionnaires were applied to collect data. The first
author invited 413 employees from various organizations
(e.g., education industry and high-technology industry) in
China through his social network to voluntarily participate
in this study. We promised that the information about
participants is only applied for academic research and
kept confidential strictly. In addition, participants had
the freedom to stop participating in this study at any
time. To reduce common method variance (CMV), data
were collected at two points in time, separated by a
month interval. After receiving informed consent from the

TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics.

Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 116 47.54

Female 128 52.46

Job level Non-leader 208 85.25

Front-line leader 19 7.79

Middle leader 11 4.51

Senior leader 6 2.46

Education Specialist or under 27 11.07

Bachelor 149 61.07

Master 63 25.82

Doctor 5 2.05

participants, we first distributed self-administrated online
questionnaire comprising demographic variables, growth
mindset scale, and strengths-based leadership scale to the
participants. At Time 1, a total of 347 questionnaires were
obtained (84.02% response rate). One month later, an online
questionnaire regarding strengths use and innovative behavior
scales was distributed to participants who responded at
Time 1. We received 299 questionnaires (86.17% response
rate) at Time 2.

After discarding ineffective data, which cannot be matched
across two time points, we derived 244 valid matched data.
Among them (see Table 1), 52.50% were women and 47.50%
were men; 61.10% had achieved a bachelor’s degree, 25.80% a
master’s degree, and 2.00% a doctor’s degree. With respect to job
level, 85.20% were general staff, 7.80% were front-line managers,
4.50% were middle-level managers, and 2.50% were the top-level
managers. The average age of participants was 28.05 years (SD =

3.65), and the average tenure in the current organization was 3.10
years (SD= 3.03).
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Measures
Growth Mindset
We measured growth mindset with a four-item scale used
by Kouzes and Posner (2019). Because the initial growth
mindset scale was English-based edition, we obtained the
Chinese edition of this scale following standard translation
and back-translation procedures (Brislin, 1986). An
example item was “Everyone, no matter who they are, can
significantly change their basic characteristics.” Participants
were required to rate these items on a seven-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Furthermore, we also conducted exploratory factor
analysis (EFA) to test scale’s validity (Li, 2015). The result
of EFA showed that the four-item scale explains 84.88% of
the variance in growth mindset. The Cronbach’s α of this
scale was 0.94.

Strengths Use
Strengths use was evaluated with a Chinese five-item scale used
by Ding et al. (2021). An example item was “In my job, I make
the most of my strong points.” Participants were asked to rate
these items on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The result of EFA showed that the
five-item scale explains 81.85% of the variance in strengths use.
The Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.94.

Strengths-Based Leadership
We evaluated strengths-based leadership with a Chinese eight-
item scale developed by Ding et al. (2020). An example item was
“My supervisor provides me with the opportunity to let me know
what I am good at.” Participants were required to rate these items
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). The result of EFA showed that the eight-
item scale explains 70.46% of the variance in strengths-based
leadership. The Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.94.

Innovative Behavior
Consistent with previous research (e.g., Nazir et al., 2019; Purc
and Laguna, 2019), innovative behavior was measured with a
six-item scale developed by Scott and Bruce (1994). As items of
this scale were in English, we obtained the Chinese innovative
behavior scale edition following standard translation and back-
translation procedure (Brislin, 1986). An example item was “I
generate creative ideas.” Participants were asked to rate these
items on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The result of EFA showed that
the six-item scale explains 79.06% of the variance in innovative
behavior. The Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.95.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to examine the
discriminant validity of research variables. Analytical results
are displayed in Table 2. The four-factor measurement model
concerning growth mindset, strengths-based leadership,
strengths use, and innovative behavior showed a better fit to the

data than alternative measurement models, which indicated that
these research variables have good discriminant validity.

Given that this study adopted a cross-sectional research
design, we utilized the unmeasured common method factor
method recommended by Podsakoff et al. (2003) to test the
degree of CMV of research data. One common method factor
was created and loaded on all items of growthmindset, strengths-
based leadership, strengths use, and innovative behavior. Results
of confirmatory factor analyses demonstrated that the five-factor
measurement model comprising the common method factor
and four research variables reports a better fit to the data (χ2

= 532.58, df = 219, χ2/df = 2.43, RMSEA = 0.08, CFI =

0.94, TLI = 0.94, IFI = 0.94) than the four-factor measurement
model comprising four research variables, but the common factor
merely elucidated 24.00% of variance, <25.00% (Williams et al.,
1989). Hence, our study did not have severe CMV.

Descriptive Statistics
Table 3 reports the means (M), standard deviations (SD),
and correlational coefficients of research variables. Results of
correlational analyses showed that growth mindset is positively
related to strengths-based leadership (r = 0.43, p < 0.01),
strengths use (r = 0.44, p < 0.01), and innovative behavior (r =
0.41, p < 0.01). In addition, strengths use was positively related
to innovative behavior (r = 0.64, p < 0.01). These results provide
initial evidence for our hypotheses.

Hypothesis Testing
Multiple regression analysis with bootstrapping (5,000 re-
sampling) was employed to test research hypotheses, and a 95%
bias-corrected confidence interval was utilized to determine the
significance of the regression coefficient. Hypothesis 1 postulated
that growth mindset has a positive association with innovative
behavior. As reported in Table 4 (Model 3), the coefficient of
growth mindset was significant (β = 0.41, p< 0.001), supporting
Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 assumed that strengths use mediates the
relationship between growth mindset and innovative behavior.
As summarized in Table 4 (Model 4), the coefficient of strengths
use was significant (β = 1.02, p < 0.001), and the coefficient
of growth mindset was also significant (β = 0.16, p < 0.01).
Thus, we could conclude that strengths use partially mediates the
relationship between growth mindset and innovative behavior.
In order to further test Hypothesis 2, Hayes’s PROCESS (Model
4) with bootstrapping (5,000 re-sampling) was adopted. Results
demonstrated that the indirect effect is significant [effect = 0.25,
Boot SE = 0.05, 95% CI: (0.16, 0.36)]. Based on the above
analyses, Hypothesis 2 received support from data.

Hypothesis 3 postulated that strengths-based leadership
strengthens the relationship between growth mindset and
strengths use. To examine this hypothesis, we first created
the standardized values of growth mindset and strengths-based
leadership, and then created the interaction term of growth
mindset and strengths-based leadership. As displayed in Table 4

(Model 2), the interaction term was significant (β = 0.08, p <

0.05). To further test Hypothesis 3, Hayes’s PROCESS (Model 1)
with bootstrapping (5,000 re-sampling) was adopted. Analytical
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TABLE 2 | Confirmatory factor analyses of the research variables.

Models χ
2 df χ

2/df RMSEA CFI TLI IFI 1χ
2(1df)

Four-factor model (Baseline) 557.36 220 2.53 0.08 0.94 0.93 0.94 -

Three-factor modela 816.28 223 3.66 0.11 0.89 0.88 0.89 258.92***(3)

Two-factor modelb 1,345.44 225 5.98 0.14 0.80 0.77 0.80 788.08***(5)

One factor modelc 2,328.17 226 10.30 0.20 0.62 0.58 0.62 1,770.81***(6)

aGrowth mindset and strengths-based leadership combined.
bGrowth mindset and strengths-based leadership combined, and strengths use and innovative behavior combined.
cAll variables combined.

***p < 0.001.

TABLE 3 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1. Growth mindset 4.99 1.21 -

2. Strengths-based leadership 3.78 0.75 0.43** -

3. Strengths use 3.95 0.67 0.44** 0.31**

4. Innovative behavior 5.07 1.21 0.41** 0.43** 0.64**

**p < 0.01.

result showed that the interaction term is also significant
[coefficient = 0.08, SE = 0.03, t = 2.85, p < 0.001, 95% CI:
(0.03, 014)]. Slope analysis is depicted in Figure 2. Specifically,
the conditional effect of growth mindset on innovative behavior
is stronger when strengths-based leadership is high [M + 1 SD,
effect= 0.34, SE= 0.05, t = 6.55, p < 0.001, 95% CI: (0.24, 0.44)]
than low [M - 1 SD, effect= 0.17, SE = 0.05, t = 3.38, p < 0.001,
95% CI: (0.07, 0.27)]. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 received support.

Hypothesis 4 postulated that strengths-based leadership
strengthens the indirect relationship of growth mindset with
innovative behavior via strengths use. Hayes’s PROCESS
(Model 7) with bootstrapping (5,000 re-sampling) was adopted
to inspect this claim. Result indicated that the index of
moderated mediation is significant [index = 0.10, SE =

0.05, 95% CI: (0.01, 0.21)], and the mediational effect of
strengths use is stronger when strengths-based leadership
is high [M + 1 SD, effect = 0.29, SE = 0.06, 95%
CI: (0.18, 0.42)] than low [M - 1 SD, effect = 0.14,
SE = 0.06, 95% CI: (0.02, 0.28)]. Hence, Hypothesis 4
received support.

Finally, we conducted a post-hoc power analysis in G∗Power
with a sample size of 244 and three predictor variables as a
baseline to inspect the appropriateness and representativeness
of the research sample and findings. Consistent with Cohen’s
(1977) argument, we used three effect sizes (small, f 2 = 0.02,
medium, f 2 = 0.15, large f 2 = 0.35) for this evaluation. Post-
hoc power analysis demonstrated that the power to detect the
derived effect was 0.99 for the entire regression in prediction
of employee innovative behavior at the 0.05 level beyond the
value of 0.80 recommended by Cohen (1977). Accordingly, we
believe that the power to detect small effects is enough with a
sample of 244 and that the findings of this study are appropriate
and representative.

DISCUSSION

This study of 244 employees working in various organizations

in China investigated the relationship between growth mindset

and innovative behavior and the mediational effect of strengths

use as well as the moderating effect of strengths-based leadership

in the relationship. All research hypotheses received support
from research data. First, growth mindset is positively related to
innovative behavior. This conclusion is in line with the argument
by O’Keefe et al. (2018) that growth mindset contributes to
individual innovation. Although several studies have explored
the effects of growth mindset in working settings, to the best of
our knowledge, this study is the first to empirically investigate
the relationship of growth mindset with innovative behavior.
The positive linkage between growth mindset and innovative
behavior can be explained by the fact that employees high in
growth mindset are more apt to try new strategies to attain goals
(Abernethy et al., 2021) and to learn from mistakes and others’
strengths (Dweck, 2014). In a word, this study enriches research
on growth mindset in the workplace and provides new insight
into the antecedent to innovative behavior.

Second, our study found that strengths use plays a vital
mediating role in the growth mindset-innovative behavior
linkage. This result is in line with the argument that
growth mindset can result in various valuable outcomes
through behavioral mechanisms (Zhao et al., 2021). Specifically,
employees with a growth mindset are more inclined to treat
strengths as changeable and then make the most of their
strengths at work (Jach et al., 2018), thereby leading to
increased innovative behavior. Although several scholars have
proposed the behavioral mechanism through which growth
mindset leads to desirable outcomes, this study is the first
to provide empirical evidence for this proposition. Thus, the
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TABLE 4 | Results for multiple regression analyses with bootstrapping.

Variables Strengths use Innovative behavior

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Constant 2.73*** 2.37*** 3.04*** 0.24

Growth mindset 0.24*** 0.21*** 0.41*** 0.16**

Strengths use 1.02***

Strengths-based leadership 0.13

Growth mindset × strengths-based leadership 0.08*

F 57.88*** 24.79*** 47.83*** 88.68***

R2 0.19 0.24 0.17 0.42

Adjust-R2 0.19 0.23 0.16 0.42

Unstandardized value was reported.

***p < 0.001.

**p < 0.01.

*p < 0.05.

FIGURE 2 | Plot of interactive effect.

present study contributes to a better understanding of why
growth mindset has a positive relationship with innovative
behavior by revealing the mediating role of strengths use in
the relationship.

Third, this study indicated that strengths-based leadership
boosts the direct positive relationship between growth mindset
and innovative behavior and the indirect relationship between
growth mindset and innovative behavior via strengths use.
This finding can be illuminated by trait activation theory
suggesting that if a trait-related situation provides cues for
display of trait-related behaviors, individuals are more likely to
exhibit more relevant behaviors (Tett et al., 2021). Strengths-
based leadership, in particular, offers a key signal to employees
that their leaders encourage them to use their strengths at
work. Such cue will motivate growth mindset employees to

execute more strengths use behaviors that in turn executes
more innovative behaviors. To the best of our knowledge, less
research has explored the boundary condition of the effect of
growth mindset in work settings. As such, this study addresses
this gap and provides a vital way of optimizing the effect
of growth mindset in terms of improved strengths use and
innovative behavior.

Practical Implications
The practical implications of this study are threefold. First, the
positive relationship between growth mindset and innovative
behavior implies that the employers can promote employees to
carry out more innovative behaviors by cultivating employees’
growth mindsets. Several methods are beneficial to fostering
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growth mindset of employees, such as implementing growth
mindset training (Seaton, 2018) or a brief mindset intervention
(Miller, 2019). Second, the mediational effect of strengths use
on the relationship between growth mindset and innovative
behavior denotes that the employers can also enhance employee
innovative behavior by stimulating employees to use their
strengths at work. For instance, promoting employee strengths
development has been demonstrated to be positively correlated
with employee strengths use (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011;
Duan et al., 2019) have pointed out that helping individuals
recognize their strengths is also conductive to boosting
individual strengths use. Third, the positively moderating
effect of strengths-based leadership on the relationships
between growth mindset, strengths use, and innovative
behavior indicates that the employers should shape strengths-
based leadership to maximize the role of growth mindset in
improving employee strengths use and innovative behavior.
For example, training intervention has been confirmed to be
an effective approach to shaping strengths-based leadership
(Rath and Conchie, 2008; MacKie, 2014 have suggested that
building a strengths-based culture is also able to cultivate
strengths-based leadership.

Limitations and Directions for Future
Research
This study has four aspects of limitations. First, given the
essence of the cross-sectional research design in this study,
we adopted an appropriate method to exclude the serious
threat of CMV to our results. Nevertheless, future research
should also adopt longitudinal or experimental research to
replicate our findings. Second, this study only investigated
the behavioral mechanism underlying the effect of growth
mindset. Parada and Verlhiac (2021) pointed out that
growth mindset might lead to various valuable outcomes
through the affective mechanism (e.g., positive affect).
Future research should attempt to consider the affective
mechanism through which growth mindset positively relates to
innovative behavior. Third, according to the extant literature
on strength-based approaches, strengths-based psychological
climate and organizational support for strengths use similar
to strengths-based leadership can also send an important
signal to employees that employee strengths use is appreciated
and encouraged by the organization (Van Woerkom et al.,
2020; Moore et al., 2021). Future research should investigate
whether other types of strengths-based approaches can also
strengthen these relationships between growth mindset,
strengths use, and innovative behavior. Fourth, concerning
innovative behavior measure, a large number of scholars believe
that it is better to evaluate employee innovative behavior
by his/her supervisors or colleagues (e.g., Scott and Bruce,
1994; Newman et al., 2018). However, this study mainly
investigated the relationship between growth mindset and
self-perceived innovative behavior. Thus, future research should
test employee growth mindset’s relationship with other-rated
innovative behavior.

CONCLUSION

Although growth mindset has received considerable attention
from researchers, less is known about whether employee
growth mindset is related to innovative behavior. This study
empirically investigated the relationship between employee
growth mindset and innovative behavior. In addition, we
also considered the mediating role of employee strengths
use and the moderating role of strengths-based leadership
in the relationship between employee growth mindset and
innovative behavior. Research results indicated that employee
growth mindset is positively related to employee innovative
behavior, employee strengths use mediates the relationship
between growth mindset and innovative behavior, and strengths-
based leadership not only enhances the direct relationship
between employee growth mindset and strengths use, but also
strengthens the indirect relationship of growth mindset with
innovative behavior via strengths use. This study advances
employee growth mindset and innovative behavior theories
and research.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were
reviewed and approved by Liaoning University
of Technology. The patients/participants provided
their written informed consent to participate in
this study.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

QL proposed the conceptual model, designed
the research, and collected the research data. YT
analyzed the data and wrote the manuscript. All
authors contributed to the article and approved the
submitted version.

FUNDING

This research was funded by Research Base of Science and
Technology Innovation Think Tank of Liaoning Province
(Research Base of High Quality Development of Equipment
Manufacturing Industry, No. 09) and 2021 Scientific Research
Project of Department of Education of Liaoning Province
(LJKR0225 and LJKR0224).

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors are grateful to the employees who participated in
this study.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 814154268

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Liu and Tong Growth Mindset and Innovative Behavior

REFERENCES

Abernethy, M. A., Anderson, S. W., Nair, S., and Jiang, Y. A. (2021). Manager

‘growth mindset’and resource management practices. Account. Org. Soc. 91,

1–21. doi: 10.1016/j.aos.2020.101200

Aryee, S., Walumbwa, F. O., Zhou, Q., and Hartnell, C. A. (2012).

Transformational leadership, innovative behavior, and task performance:

test of mediation and moderation processes. Hum. Perform. 25, 1–25.

doi: 10.1080/08959285.2011.631648

Asbury, K., Klassen, R., Bowyer-Crane, C., Kyriacou, C., and Nash, P. (2016).

National differences in mindset among students who plan to be teachers. Int.

J. School Educ. Psychol. 4, 158–164. doi: 10.1080/21683603.2015.1075164

Bakker, A. B., and van Wingerden, J. (2021). Do personal resources and strengths

use increase work engagement? The effects of a training intervention. J. Occup.

Health Psychol. 26, 20–30. doi: 10.1037/ocp0000266

Bakker, A. B., and Van Woerkom, M. (2018). Strengths use in organizations:

a positive approach of occupational health. Can. Psychol. 59, 38–46.

doi: 10.1037/cap0000120

Bedford, S. (2017). Growth mindset and motivation: a study into

secondary school science learning. Res. Pap. Educ. 32, 424–443.

doi: 10.1080/02671522.2017.1318809

Biswas-Diener, R., Kashdan, T. B., and Minhas, G. (2011). A dynamic approach

to psychological strength development and intervention. J. Positive Psychol. 6,

106–118. doi: 10.1080/17439760.2010.545429

Blackwell, L. S., Trzesniewski, K. H., and Dweck, C. S. (2007). Implicit theories

of intelligence predict achievement across an adolescent transition:

a longitudinal study and an intervention. Child Dev. 78, 246–263.

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.00995.x

Bostwick, K. C., and Becker-Blease, K. A. (2018). Quick, easy mindset intervention

can boost academic achievement in large introductory psychology classes.

Psychol. Learn. Teach. 17, 177–193. doi: 10.1177/1475725718766426

Brewis, J. (2014). The ethics of researching friends: on convenience sampling in

qualitative management and organization studies. Br. J. Manag. 25, 849–862.

doi: 10.1111/1467-8551.12064

Brislin, R. W. (1986). “The wording and translation of research instruments,” in

Field Methods in Cross-Cultural Research, eds W. J. Lonner and J. W. Berry

(Beverly Hills, CA: Sage), 137–164.

Burkus, D. (2011). Building the strong organization: exploring the role of

organizational design in strengths-based leadership. J. Strategic Leadership

3, 54–66.

Caniëls, M. C., Semeijn, J. H., and Renders, I. H. (2018). Mind the mindset!

The interaction of proactive personality, transformational leadership and

growth mindset for engagement at work. Career Dev. Int. 23, 48–66.

doi: 10.1108/CDI-11-2016-0194

Chao, M. M., Visaria, S., Mukhopadhyay, A., and Dehejia, R. (2017). Do rewards

reinforce the growth mindset? Joint effects of the growth mindset and

incentive schemes in a field intervention. J. Exp. Psychol. Gen. 146, 1402–1419.

doi: 10.1037/xge0000355

Cohen, J. (1977). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. New York,

NY: Academic Press.

Colbert, A. E., and Witt, L. A. (2009). The role of goal-focused leadership in

enabling the expression of conscientiousness. J. Appl. Psychol. 94, 790–796.

doi: 10.1037/a0014187

Corradi, D., Nicolaï, J., and Levrau, F. (2019). Growth mindset and its predictive

validity—do migration background and academic validation matter? High.

Educ. 77, 491–504. doi: 10.1007/s10734-018-0286-6

Cseh, M., Davis, E. B., and Khilji, S. E. (2013). Developing a global

mindset: learning of global leaders. Eur. J. Train. Dev. 37, 489–499.

doi: 10.1108/03090591311327303

Cutumisu, M. (2019). Feedback valence agency moderates the effect of pre-service

teachers’ growth mindset on the relation between revising and performance.

Front. Psychol. 10, 1–12. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01794

Ding, H., and Lin, X. (2020). Exploring the relationship between core self-

evaluation and strengths use: the perspective of emotion. Personal. Individual

Diff. 157:109804. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2019.109804

Ding, H., Lin, X., and Su, W. (2021). Employee strengths use and innovative

behavior: a moderated mediation model. Chinese Manag. Stud. 15, 350–362.

doi: 10.1108/CMS-05-2019-0191

Ding, H., and Yu, E. (2021). Strengths-based leadership and employee

psychological well-being: a moderated mediation model. J. Career Dev. 2021,

1–14. doi: 10.1177/08948453211018807

Ding, H., Yu, E., and Li, Y. (2020). Strengths-based leadership and its impact

on task performance: a preliminary study. South Afri. J. Bus. Manag. 51, 1–9.

doi: 10.4102/sajbm.v51i1.1832

Duan, W., Bu, H., Zhao, J., and Guo, X. (2019). Examining the mediating

roles of strengths knowledge and strengths use in a 1-year single-session

character strength-based cognitive intervention. J. Happiness Stud. 20, 1673–

1688. doi: 10.1007/s10902-018-0014-z

Dweck, C. (2006). Mindset: The new Psychology of Success. New York, NY:

Random House.

Dweck, C. (2014). Teachers’ Mindsets:“Every Student has Something to TeachMe”

Feeling overwhelmed? Where did your natural teaching talent go? Try pairing

a growth mindset with reasonable goals, patience, and reflection instead.

It’s time to get gritty and be a better teacher. Educ. Horizons 93, 10–15.

doi: 10.1177/0013175X14561420

George, J. M., and Zhou, J. (2001). When openness to experience and

conscientiousness are related to creative behavior: an interactional

approach. J. Appl. Psychol. 86, 513–524. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.86.

3.513

Han, S. J., and Stieha, V. (2020). Growthmindset for human resource development:

a scoping review of the literature with recommended interventions. Hum.

Resour. Dev. Rev. 19, 309–331. doi: 10.1177/1534484320939739

Heeringa, S. G., West, B. T., and Berglund, P. A. (2017). Applied Survey Data

Analysis. London: Chapman and Hall/CRC.

Hsu, M. L., and Chen, F. H. (2017). The cross-level mediating effect

of psychological capital on the organizational innovation climate–

employee innovative behavior relationship. J. Creative Behav. 51, 128–139.

doi: 10.1002/jocb.90

Huber, A.,Webb, D., andHöfer, S. (2017). The German version of the strengths use

scale: the relation of using individual strengths and well-being. Front. Psychol.

8:637. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00637

Isen, A. M., and Patrick, R. (1983). The effect of positive feelings on risk

taking: when the chips are down. Org. Behav. Hum. Perform. 31, 194–202.

doi: 10.1016/0030-5073(83)90120-4

Jach, H. K., Sun, J., Loton, D., Chin, T. C., and Waters, L. E. (2018).

Strengths and subjective wellbeing in adolescence: strength-based

parenting and the moderating effect of mindset. J. Hap. Stud. 19, 567–586.

doi: 10.1007/s10902-016-9841-y

Janssen, O., Van de Vliert, E., and West, M. (2004). The bright and dark sides of

individual and group innovation: a special issue introduction. J. Org. Behav. 25,

129–145. doi: 10.1002/job.242

Javed, B., Khan, A. K., Arjoon, S., Mashkoor, M., and Haque, A. U. (2020).

Openness to experience, ethical leadership, and innovative work behavior. J.

Creative Behav. 54, 211–223. doi: 10.1002/jocb.360

Kain, A., Mueller, C., Golianu, B. J., Jenkins, B. N., and Fortier, M. A. (2021).

The impact of parental health mindset on postoperative recovery in children.

Pediatr. Anesthesia 31, 298–308. doi: 10.1111/pan.14071

Keating, L. A., and Heslin, P. A. (2015). The potential role of mindsets in

unleashing employee engagement. Hum. Resour. Manag. Rev. 25, 329–341.

doi: 10.1016/j.hrmr.2015.01.008

Kouzes, T. K., and Posner, B. Z. (2019). Influence of managers’

mindset on leadership behavior. Leader. Org. Dev. J. 40, 829–844.

doi: 10.1108/LODJ-03-2019-0142

Li, M., Liu, Y., Liu, L., and Wang, Z. (2017). Proactive personality and innovative

work behavior: the mediating effects of affective states and creative self-

efficacy in teachers. Curr. Psychol. 36, 697–706. doi: 10.1007/s12144-016-

9457-8

Li, R. Y. M. (2015). Generation X and Y’s demand for homeownership

in Hong Kong. Pacific Rim Property Res. J. 21, 15–36.

doi: 10.1080/14445921.2015.1026195

Littman-Ovadia, H., Lavy, S., and Boiman-Meshita, M. (2017). When theory and

research collide: examining correlates of signature strengths use at work. J. Hap.

Stud. 18, 527–548. doi: 10.1007/s10902-016-9739-8

Luria, G., Kahana, A., Goldenberg, J., and Noam, Y. (2019). Contextual moderators

for leadership potential based on trait activation theory. J. Org. Behav. 40,

899–911. doi: 10.1002/job.2373

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 814154269

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aos.2020.101200
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959285.2011.631648
https://doi.org/10.1080/21683603.2015.1075164
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000266
https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000120
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2017.1318809
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2010.545429
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.00995.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475725718766426
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.12064
https://doi.org/10.1108/CDI-11-2016-0194
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000355
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014187
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0286-6
https://doi.org/10.1108/03090591311327303
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01794
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2019.109804
https://doi.org/10.1108/CMS-05-2019-0191
https://doi.org/10.1177/08948453211018807
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajbm.v51i1.1832
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-018-0014-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013175X14561420
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.513
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484320939739
https://doi.org/10.1002/jocb.90
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00637
https://doi.org/10.1016/0030-5073(83)90120-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-016-9841-y
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.242
https://doi.org/10.1002/jocb.360
https://doi.org/10.1111/pan.14071
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2015.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-03-2019-0142
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-016-9457-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/14445921.2015.1026195
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-016-9739-8
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2373
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Liu and Tong Growth Mindset and Innovative Behavior

MacKie, D. (2014). The effectiveness of strength-based executive coaching in

enhancing full range leadership development: a controlled study. Consult.

Psychol. J. 66, 118–137. doi: 10.1037/cpb0000005

Menguc, B., and Auh, S. (2010). Development and return on execution of product

innovation capabilities: the role of organizational structure. Indus. Market.

Manag. 39, 820–831. doi: 10.1016/j.indmarman.2009.08.004

Mesler, R. M., Corbin, C. M., and Martin, B. H. (2021). Teacher mindset is

associated with development of students’ growth mindset. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol.

76:101299. doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2021.101299

Meyers, M. C., van Woerkom, M., Paauwe, J., and Dries, N. (2020). HR

managers’ talent philosophies: prevalence and relationships with perceived

talent management practices. Int. J. Hum Resour. Manag. 31, 562–588.

doi: 10.1080/09585192.2019.1579747

Miller, D. I. (2019). When do growth mindset interventions work? Trend. Cogn.

Sci. 23, 910–912. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2019.08.005

Moore, H. L., Bakker, A. B., and Van Mierlo, H. (2021). Using strengths

and thriving at work: the role of colleague strengths recognition

and organizational context. Eur. J. Work Org. Psychol. 2021, 1–13.

doi: 10.1080/1359432X.2021.1952990

Nazir, S., Shafi, A., Atif, M. M., Qun, W., and Abdullah, S. M. (2019).

How organization justice and perceived organizational support facilitate

employees’ innovative behavior at work. Employee Relat. 41, 1288–1311.

doi: 10.1108/ER-01-2017-0007

Newman, A., Herman, H. M., Schwarz, G., and Nielsen, I. (2018).

The effects of employees’ creative self-efficacy on innovative

behavior: the role of entrepreneurial leadership. J. Bus. Res. 89, 1–9.

doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.04.001

O’Keefe, P. A., Dweck, C. S., and Walton, G. M. (2018). Having a Growth Mindset

Makes It Easier to Develop New Interests. Harvard Business Review. Available

online at: https://hbr.org/2018/09/having-a-growth-mindset-makes-it-easier-

to-develop-new-interests

Orvis, K. A., and Leffler, G. P. (2011). Individual and contextual factors: an

interactionist approach to understanding employee self-development. Personal.

Individual Diff. 51, 172–177. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2011.03.038

Parada, S., and Verlhiac, J. F. (2021). Growth mindset intervention among French

university students, and its articulation with proactive coping strategies. Educ.

Psychol. 2021, 1–20. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2021.1917519

Paunesku, D., Walton, G. M., Romero, C., Smith, E. N., Yeager, D. S., and

Dweck, C. S. (2015). Mind-set interventions are a scalable treatment for

academic underachievement. Psychol. Sci. 26, 784–793. doi: 10.1177/095679

7615571017

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J. Y., and Podsakoff, N. P. (2003).

Common method biases in behavioral research: a critical review of the

literature and recommended remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 88, 879–903.

doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879

Proctor, C., Tsukayama, E., Wood, A. M., Maltby, J., Eades, J. F.,

and Linley, P. A. (2011). Strengths gym: the impact of a character

strengths-based intervention on the life satisfaction and well-being of

adolescents. J. Positive Psychol. 6, 377–388. doi: 10.1080/17439760.2011.

594079

Purc, E., and Laguna, M. (2019). Personal values and innovative behavior of

employees. Front. Psychol. 10:865. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00865

Rasool, S. F., Chin, T., Wang, M., Asghar, A., Khan, A., and

Zhou, L. (2022). Exploring the role of organizational support,

and critical success factors on renewable energy projects

of Pakistan. Energy 243:122765. doi: 10.1016/j.energy.2021.

122765

Rath, T., and Conchie, B. (2008). Strengths Based Leadership: Great Leaders, Teams,

and Why People Follow. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster.

Ruch, W., Niemiec, R. M., McGrath, R. E., Gander, F., and Proyer, R. T.

(2020). Character strengths-based interventions: open questions and ideas for

future research. J. Positive Psychol. 15, 680–684. doi: 10.1080/17439760.2020.

1789700

Ryazanov, A. A., and Christenfeld, N. J. S. (2018). Incremental

mindsets and the reduced forgiveness of chronic failures.

J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 76, 33–41. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2017.

12.003

Scott, S. G., and Bruce, R. A. (1994). Determinants of innovative

behavior: a path model of individual innovation in the

workplace. Acad. Manag. J. 37, 580–607. doi: 10.5465/

256701

Seaton, F. S. (2018). Empowering teachers to implement a growth mindset. Educ.

Psychol. Pract. 34, 41–57. doi: 10.1080/02667363.2017.1382333

Tang, X., Li, Y., Duan, W., Mu, W., and Cheng, X. (2019). Character

strengths lead to satisfactory educational outcomes through strength use:

a longitudinal analysis. Front. Psychol. 10:1829. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.

01829

Tett, R. P., Toich, M. J., and Ozkum, S. B. (2021). Trait activation

theory: a review of the literature and applications to five

lines of personality dynamics research. Ann. Rev. Org. Psychol.

Org. Behav. 8, 199–233. doi: 10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012420-

062228

Tierney, P., Farmer, S. M., and Graen, G. B. (1999). An examination of leadership

and employee creativity: The relevance of traits and relationships. Pers. Psychol.

52, 591–620. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.1999.tb00173.x

Van Woerkom, M., Meyers, M., and Bakker, A. (2020). Considering

strengths use in organizations as a multilevel construct. Hum.

Resour. Manag. Rev. 2020, 1–15. doi: 10.1016/j.hrmr.2020.

100767

Van Woerkom, M., Mostert, K., Els, C., Bakker, A. B., De Beer, L.,

and Rothmann, Jr. S. (2016). Strengths use and deficit correction

in organizations: development and validation of a questionnaire.

Eur. J. Work Org. Psychol. 25, 960–975. doi: 10.1080/1359432X.2016.

1193010

Wang, B., Rasool, S. F., Zhao, Y., Samma, M., and Iqbal, J. (2022).

Investigating the nexus between critical success factors, despotic

leadership, and success of renewable energy projects. Environ.

Sci. Pollut. Res. 29, 10388–10398. doi: 10.1007/s11356-021-

16441-6

Wang, D., Gan, L., and Wang, C. (2021). The effect of growth mindset on

reasoning ability in Chinese adolescents and young adults: the moderating

role of self-esteem. Curr. Psychol. 2021, 1–7. doi: 10.1007/s12144-021-

01437-9

Wang, D., Yuan, F., and Wang, Y. (2020). Growth mindset

and academic achievement in Chinese adolescents: a

moderated mediation model of reasoning ability and self-

affirmation. Curr. Psychol. 2020, 1–10. doi: 10.1007/s12144-019-

00597-z

Williams, L. J., Cote, J. A., and Buckley, M. R. (1989). Lack of method

variance in self-reported affect and perceptions at work: reality or

artifact? J. Appl. Psychol. 74, 462–468. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.74.

3.462

Wood, A. M., Linley, P. A., Maltby, J., Kashdan, T. B., and Hurling, R. (2011).

Using personal and psychological strengths leads to increases in well-being

over time: a longitudinal study and the development of the strengths use

questionnaire. Personal. Individ. Diff. 50, 15–19. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2010.

08.004

Xu, K. M., Koorn, P., De Koning, B., Skuballa, I. T., Lin, L.,

Henderikx, M., et al. (2021). A growth mindset lowers perceived

cognitive load and improves learning: Integrating motivation to

cognitive load. J. Educ. Psychol. 113, 1177–1191. doi: 10.1037/edu0

000631

Xu, X. M., and Yu, K. (2019). When core self-evaluation leads to

career adaptability: effects of ethical leadership and implications for

citizenship behavior. J. Psychol. 153, 463–477. doi: 10.1080/00223980.2018.

1564724

Yeager, D. S., and Dweck, C. S. (2020). What can be learned from growth

mindset controversies? Am. Psychol. 75, 1269–1284. doi: 10.1037/amp0

000794

Yeager, D. S., Hanselman, P., Walton, G. M., Murray, J. S., Crosnoe, R., Muller, C.,

et al. (2019). A national experiment reveals where a growth mindset improves

achievement. Nature 573, 364–369. doi: 10.1038/s41586-019-1466-y

Yi-Feng Chen, N., Crant, J. M., Wang, N., Kou, Y., Qin, Y., Yu, J., et al.

(2021). When there is a will there is a way: the role of proactive personality

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 814154270

https://doi.org/10.1037/cpb0000005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2009.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2021.101299
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2019.1579747
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2019.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2021.1952990
https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-01-2017-0007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.04.001
https://hbr.org/2018/09/having-a-growth-mindset-makes-it-easier-to-develop-new-interests
https://hbr.org/2018/09/having-a-growth-mindset-makes-it-easier-to-develop-new-interests
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.03.038
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2021.1917519
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615571017
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2011.594079
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00865
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.energy.2021.122765
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2020.1789700
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2017.12.003
https://doi.org/10.5465/256701
https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2017.1382333
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01829
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012420-062228
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1999.tb00173.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2020.100767
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2016.1193010
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-021-16441-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01437-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00597-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.74.3.462
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2010.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000631
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2018.1564724
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000794
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1466-y
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Liu and Tong Growth Mindset and Innovative Behavior

in combating COVID-19. J. Appl. Psychol. 106, 199–213. doi: 10.1037/apl0

000865

Yuan, F., and Woodman, R. W. (2010). Innovative behavior in the workplace:

the role of performance and image outcome expectations. Acad. Manag. J. 53,

323–342. doi: 10.5465/amj.2010.49388995

Zagenczyk, T. J., Smallfield, J., Scott, K. L., Galloway, B., and Purvis, R. L. (2017).

The moderating effect of psychological contract violation on the relationship

between narcissism and outcomes: an application of trait activation theory.

Front. Psychol. 8:1113. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01113

Zeng, G., Chen, X., Cheung, H. Y., and Peng, K. (2019). Teachers’ growth

mindset and work engagement in the Chinese educational context: well-

being and perseverance of effort as mediators. Front. Psychol. 10:839.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00839

Zhao, S., Chen, L., King, R. B., Nie, Y., Du, H., and Chi, P. (2021).

When adolescents believe that SES can be changed, they achieve more:

the role of growth mindset of SES. Personal. Individ. Diff. 183, 1–6.

doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2021.111104

Zhao, Y., and Chen, N. (2021). “Mindset and stress: how and when a growth

mindset reduces employee stress?,” in Academy of Management Proceedings

(Vol. 2021, No. 1) (Briarcliff Manor, NY: Academy of Management), p. 11427.

doi: 10.5465/AMBPP.2021.11427abstract

Zhao, Y., Niu, G., Hou, H., Zeng, G., Xu, L., Peng, K., et al. (2018). From growth

mindset to grit in Chinese schools: the mediating roles of learning motivations.

Front. Psychol. 9:2007. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02007

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a

potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors

and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of

the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in

this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Liu and Tong. This is an open-access article distributed under the

terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution

or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and

the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal

is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or

reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 814154271

https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000865
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2010.49388995
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01113
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00839
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111104
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMBPP.2021.11427abstract
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02007
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Liu and Tong Growth Mindset and Innovative Behavior

APPENDIX

Growth mindset (Kouzes and Posner, 2019).

1. Everyone, no matter who they are, can significantly change
their basic characteristics;

2. People can always substantially change the kind of person
they are;

3. No matter what kind of person someone is, they can always
change very much;

4. All people can change even their most basic qualities.

Strengths use (Ding et al., 2021).

1. In my job, I make the most of my strong points;
2. I organize my job to suit my strong points;
3. I capitalize on my strengths at work;
4. I seek opportunities to do my work in a manner that best suits

my strong points;
5. In my job, I try to apply my talents as much as possible.

Strengths-based leadership (Ding et al., 2020).

1. My supervisor provides me with the opportunity to let me
know what I am good at;

2. My supervisor encouragesme to further developmy potential;
3. My supervisor is good at using my strengths;
4. My supervisor gives me more autonomy to use my strengths

at work;
5. My supervisor discusses with me how I can improve

my strengths;
6. My supervisor knows his or her talents;
7. My supervisor makes the most of his or her strong points

at work;
8. My supervisor engages more his or her time and energy to

develop his or her strengths.

Innovative behavior (Scott and Bruce, 1994).

1. I generate creative ideas;
2. I develop adequate plans and schedules for the

implementation of new ideas;
3. I search out new technologies, processes, techniques, and/or

product ideas;
4. I investigate and secure funds needed to implement new ideas;
5. I promote and champion ideas to others;
6. I am innovative.
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Chengguan, the Urban Administrative Law Enforcement Bureau, has been criticized for

its dismal public image and poor job performance. Based on an ethnographic case study

in Z City, we analyzed the type of leadership that results in passive work performance in

Chengguan, and we examined whether any leadership style can be used to improve

Chengguan’s image and performance. We developed a new leadership ontology

of CNP (Cognition–Normalization–Performance) on this foundation, and ethnographic

research was conducted in three phases: leader’s cognition, followers’ normalization,

and organization performance. Several implications were drawn. Leader selection should

be cautious and can be improved by studying the leader’s traits and behavior. This is

done by investigating candidates’ leadership career paths, trait characteristics, motive

profiles, and other qualities. It is useful to change leaders by strengthening followers’

unity and cohesion by setting up a labor union, youth federation, women’s federation,

and other groups. A leader should be selected among individuals who have completed

leadership training as opposed to appointing one from outside the organization. On the

one hand, the superior should help to improve the leadership environment (context),

supervise problems in the organization’s operation and performance, and track changes

over time. On the other hand, the leader can also provide the followers with a flexible and

adaptive place of work.

Keywords: leadership, organization, behavior, ethnographic, Chengguan

INTRODUCTION

Members of China’s Urban Administrative Law Enforcement Bureau, better known as the
Chengguan, are tasked with supporting police in enforcing “non-criminal administrative
regulations” such as traffic, environment, and sanitation rules, mainly regarding floating vendors
and street merchants to maintain the appearance, environment, and sanitation of cities. Since its
establishment in the late 1990’s, the Chengguan has performed far below expectations, and its image
has been tarnished in testimonies given by the media and the masses.

As a newly established government organization, Chengguan is a system that utilizes,
transforms, and combines human, capital, material, ideational, and other resources into a specific,
problem-solving whole that aims to satisfy particular human demands (e.g., maintain city order).
The structure interacts with other systems of human activities and resources (e.g., police) in a given
city. Similar to police departments, Chengguan is also a rule-bonded, frontline law enforcement
organization whose task is fulfilled through its frontline officers’ activities; it also belongs to a
street-level bureau.
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In general, work performance is a complex and multifaceted
construct (O’Toole and Meier, 2015). As for Chengguan, the
focus of their frontline exercises is task performance and
conscientiousness (Hassan et al., 2019). Task performance refers
to the execution of work duties (Williams and Anderson, 1991);
for Chengguan, these tasks include management of floating
vendors and street merchants, maintenance of city sanitation,
and other responsibilities.

In addition, conscientiousness, as an organization-focused
citizenship behavior, refers to officers’ voluntary acceptance
and adherence to Chengguan’s policies, rules, regulations, and
procedures, even when the officers are not closely supervised or
monitored (Organ et al., 2006). Conscientiousness means that the
officers realize that they represent and are part of the Chengguan
organization. Conscientious officers are reliable and trustworthy,
and they abide by the organization’s regulations, rules, norms,
and practices. In doing so, they avoid engaging in behaviors
that may undermine the organization’s interests and tarnish its
reputation (Bateman and Organ, 1983). However, many people
have reported being slapped, beaten, held on the ground, and
even thrown onto the streets from vehicles by some Chengguan
officers. Vendors have also spoken of having their possessions
confiscated and being made to pay for the return of their
belongings by members of the Chengguan bureau. These results
have helped create a bad reputation for Chengguan in some cities.
In view of this, in the context of Chengguan’s law enforcement
responsibilities, being conscientious is equal in importance to
completion of specified work duties.

While the duties of the Chengguan force are completed by
the frontline officers on the streets, the task performance and
conscientiousness of Chengguan as a whole depend on its leaders.
As everything flows from leadership, the success or failure of
human endeavors largely depends on the kind of leadership that
is present. Leadership is always one of the most relevant aspects
in an organizational context.

The leaders of Chengguan are key to the organization.
Chengguan’s operation cannot be separated from the leader’s
decision-making and control. The leadership style, method, and
behavior of Chengguan’s management affect the psychology and
behavior of the staff, thereby directly shaping the performance of
themembers’ activities in an authoritarian context. Moreover, the
staff of Chengguan can adjust their own thinking and behavior
by experiencing the internalized culture and, to some extent, can
shape their director’s leadership.

Leadership, in general and by nature, is an influencing process
(Stogdill, 1950; Katz and Kahn, 1978; Cohen, 1984; Hersey and
Blanchard, 1988; Maxwell, 2011), as leadership occurs when two
or more people are involved: a leader and one or more followers.
Moreover, such people are trying to attain given objectives.
The quality of a leader’s performance is directly related to the
management of their followers’ performance.

These general principles apply to the topic of this research and
bring us to our research questions: What is the logic of leadership
in influencing an organization? What forms of leadership existed
in Chengguan and how effective were they? What practical
and scholarly insights can be obtained in terms of improving
leadership effectiveness?

The logic is that establishing effective leadership helps to drive
improvements in teamwork, quality, safety, transformation, and
innovation in contemporary organizations (Greenfield, 2007).
The existing experience management, scientific management,
human-oriented management, values leadership, ethical
leadership, and so onmay be serious challenges for organizations,
but transforming them can reap great benefits.

This ethnographic research, which explores seven leaders
of the Z Chengguan bureau, analyzes factors that shape the
leaders’ cognition, such as their characteristics, behavior premises
[McGregor (1960) Theory X or Theory Y], and leadership
experience; the outcomes of the leaders’ decisions regarding
Chengguan employees’ work conduct; and the effects of these
factors on the organization’s performance. Over the course of
the study, this research developed a joint Chengguan Leadership
ontology and analysis methodology, Cognition–Normalization–
Performance (CNP), and some practical suggestions are offered
based on the research findings.

The subsequent sections are as follows: the literature review
examines the research on leadership theories, and the main
task is to answer the first questions presented in this article;
next, the methodologies are described; then, ethnographic case
studies on the city are presented with reference to Fairholm
(2010) leadership perspective model and Van’s five-category
leadership theory; the key findings and theoretical framework are
presented next; a discussion of the results and their implications
is presented in the last section.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Leadership Concept and Its Function
Leadership is one of the most widely discussed and debated issues
in both academia and industry (Avolio et al., 2003; Bennis, 2007),
but the definition of leadership remains ambiguous. Since the
1950’s, researchers have been providing dozens of definitions
of leadership. A selection is introduced here. Stogdill (1950)
proposed that leadership may be considered as the process
(act) of influencing the activities of an organized group in its
efforts toward goal setting and goal achievement. Katz and Kahn
(1978) view leadership as “the influential increment over and
above mechanical compliance with the routine directives of
the organization.” Leadership is also defined as the process of
influencing the activities of an individual or a group toward goal
achievement in a given situation (Hersey and Blanchard, 1988).
In fact, it seems that there are almost as many definitions of
leadership as there are scholars who have attempted to define
the concept (Bass, 1990). Bass (1990) holds the opinion that
leadership is an interaction between two or more members of
a group. Leadership occurs when one group member modifies
the motivation or competencies of others in the group. Any
member of the group can exhibit some amount of leadership. As
to the ontology of leadership, Pardey (2007) states that cognitive
skills continue to have strong associations with various aspects
of leadership and its effectiveness. Leadership involves lifting of a
person’s vision to higher sights, raising of a person’s performance
to a higher standard, and building of a person’s personality
beyond its normal limitations. While the definition varies
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among researchers, there are some commonalities. For example,
Mackenzie and Barnes (2008) found some underlying consensus
in major leadership approaches and a total of eight consensus
items, which range from “leadership is a good thing and more
of it is better” to “leadership is a type of holonomic process.”

The core and focus for leadership are that it is the process
of exerting an influence with which a person enlists the aid and
support of others to accomplish a common task (Cohen, 1984).
It is also “the process of using power to obtain interpersonal
influence” (Schermerhorn et al., 1985). Leadership requires
influence and evocation to change the behavior of others in
organizational settings and to attain established goals based on
the agenda set. The core essence of leadership is “to get people to
do what they do not want to do and like it” (Cohen, 1984). In this
regard, leadership is the “ability to direct, motivate, encourage,
and inspire others positively to a targeted end;” it connotes the
ability to lead others (Olusoji, 2002).

Leadership functions through interactions between leaders
and followers. It depends not only on leadership styles but also
on the followership status held by different styles of leadership.
Followership is contingent on, predicated, and determined by the
leadership style used and can be voluntary (generated and grown
intrinsically) or compelled/composed (generated and grown
extrinsically; Akindele and Afolabi, 2013).

Voluntary followership grows under the permissiveness
of a servant and ethical leadership and their humanistic
philosophy and characteristics, while compelled followership
usually develops under dictatorial leadership and its scientific
management philosophy. The level of compelled followership
depends on the follower’s tolerance of indecent treatment by
the leader. The bubble of compelled followership will eventually
burst and lead to the extinction of dictatorial leadership, as
well as change to a better leadership style (e.g., purposeful and
humanistic leadership). This means that the type of followers a
leader attracts is determined by the leader themselves. Facilitating
effective followers becomes a sine qua non to any successful
leadership. Fully developed, effective followers are the result of
a leader’s development of voluntary followership. Such followers
are confident and committed to the performance initiatives of
their leaders and make efforts to achieve organizational goals
and mission.

Leadership Theories: Background
Theories of leadership have been developed for over 100
years, and there have been three main phases. The first phase
is dispositional (trait) theory (1920–1930). This theory of
leadership is based on the characteristics of leaders and is
used to predict leadership effectiveness. It states that effective
leaders share some common personality characteristics,
including personality (self-confidence and aggressiveness),
intellect (intelligence, decisiveness, judgment, and knowledge),
demographics (age, education, and socioeconomic background),
social characteristics (sociability and cooperativeness), and
task-related characteristics (achievement drive, initiative,
and persistence).

Successful leaders definitely have some personality traits that
are different from those of less effective leaders, and such traits

are essentially seen as preconditions that endow people with
leadership potential. Research shows that effective leadership
occurs when there are publicly exhibited traits of strong cognitive
ability (good judgment, strong analytical abilities, and conceptual
skill), emotional maturity (well-adjusted and does not suffer from
severe psychological disorders), integrity (trustworthy, reliable,
and open), achievement drive (high levels of effort, ambition,
energy, and initiative), and ethical decision-making (Olley, 2021).
These traits are manifested because individuals believe them to
be necessary for effective leadership. Leaders with such traits
can initiate and maintain the structure of expectations for and
interactions in the organization (Stogdill, 1974). While the traits
theory is not a very fruitful approach to explaining leadership,
it does have some implications that supervisors may want to be
aware of in terms of potential leaders’ strengths and weaknesses
and that can thus be used as a reference for whether or not job
candidates can develop their leadership qualities.

The second phase is the behavior theory of leadership, which
dominated leadership theory from 1940 to 1970. Behavioral
theories focus on what makes a good leader. One of the
most popular behavioral theories is McGregor’s Theory X and
Theory Y. There are several basic principles of McGregor’s
theory. The central principle of an organization, which is
derived from Theory X, is that of direction and control through
the exerciser of authority, which has been called “the scalar
principal.” The central principle that is derived from Theory
Y is that of integration: creation of conditions such that the
members of the organization can achieve their own goals best
by directing their efforts toward the success of the enterprise.
Accordingly, this theory posits the existence of three types of
leaders: autocratic, democratic, and passive avoidant (Olley,
2021).

In the 1970’s, the Contingency Model became the focus
of leadership theory; it states that a group’s performance will
be contingent on the appropriate matching of a leadership
style and the degree to which the organizational environment
is favorable for the leader. This theory posits that leadership
is contingent upon the situation, people, tasks, organization,
and environmental variables. Also important is the degree to
which the situation provides the leader with influence over
their group members (Fiedler, 1967). The model assumes that
several variables, such as position power, task structure, and
leader–member relationships, shape leadership effectiveness. It
also accounts for other factors, including the leader’s and
their members’ intellectual abilities and technical qualifications,
motivation of the group, and conditions of stress under which
the group must operate.

Since the 1980’s, theories on power and influence have been
developed and have continued to advance. These approaches
consider various ways that leaders use power and influence
to achieve desired organizational outcomes. They include
transactional (Bass and Avolio, 1993) and transformational
(Bass, 1985; Shamir et al., 1993) approaches to leadership,
authentic leadership (Luthans and Avolio, 2003), and ethical
leadership (Brown et al., 2005). Other leadership approaches in
contemporary organizations include neo-charismatic theories,
servant leadership, adaptive leadership, respectful leadership, and
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transcendent leadership, among others. Fairholm (2010) divided
such theories into five categories.

Leadership Theories Relative to the Public
Sector
This study focuses on leadership in public administration because
the Chengguan belongs to the public sector, and all its members
hold civil service positions. One of the primary leadership
theories being introduced is the theory of leadership perspectives,
which was posited by Fairholm (2010). This theory includes
five leadership categories: scientific management, excellence
management, values leadership, trust–cultural leadership, and
whole-soul (spiritual) leadership. These five types function in
a loosely hierarchical way, whereby scientific management is at
the bottom, whole-soul leadership is at the top, and from the
bottom-up, one set encompasses and transcends the other sets.
Admittedly, the five components are very broad by nature, and
they include a variety of theoretical domains and perspectives.

The scientific management leadership perspective emphasizes
using a scientific management approach to maintain and
promote productivity among employees; this includes the
POSDCORB (plan, organize, staff, direct, coordinate, report, and
budget) approach (Gulick, 1937). The excellence management
type transcends scientific management by focusing on the
so-called “excellence movement,” with systematic quality
improvement as a primary process. Values leadership emphasizes
that management objectives need to be achieved through shared
values between leaders and followers, not merely through
direction and control. It focuses on the leader’s role in the
leader–follower relationship. The trust–cultural leadership
set emphasizes the shared culture and mutual trust between
leaders and followers and recognizes that followers also play an
important role in the relationship. The whole-soul leadership
highlights the whole-soul nature of leaders and followers;
when leaders treat followers as whole persons with emotions,
knowledge, skills, and abilities that go beyond their job needs,
they foster continuous growth, improvement, and self-leadership
in an organization. On the basis of this theory, Fairholm (2010)
proposed a leadership perspective model, provided a “holarchy”
of the leadership perspective that includes a compilation of
leadership elements, and produced a comprehensive view of the
leadership phenomenon.

Compared with the theory of leadership perspectives, van
Wart (2013) also summarized five well-recognized theories of
leadership: classical management and role theory, transactional
leadership theory, transformational leadership theory, horizontal
or collaborative leadership theory, and ethical and critical
leadership theory. These five broad theories can be individually
linked to the theory of leadership perspectives and identify
many widely agreed-upon and overarching insights on
the topic.

Classical management treats leadership as equal to scientific
management; organization goals are accomplished using human,
financial, technological, and natural resources, which may
require POSDCORB tools. Leaders are considered significant
factors and, in some circumstances, the most important factor

(Fernandez, 2005; Kaiser et al., 2008; Trottier et al., 2008). Leaders
shoulder the responsibility of dividing and coordinating work
in organizations when distractions, deterioration, and external
challenges are constant and stable; more responsibilities and skills
are needed in unstable times when distractions and challenges
increase (Boin and Otten, 1996; Wheatley, 2006). The variety
of demands and expectations of followers need to be constantly
monitored by the leader (Moynihan, 2004).

As to a leader’s role, Fernandez et al. (2010) identify five
foci that serve as an important reference for this study.
First, leaders need to lead task accomplishment by informing,
communicating, and evaluating activities. Second, leaders need
excellent leader–follower relationships to help followers easily
achieve success. Third, leaders need to facilitate change by
encouraging innovation and creativity. Fourth, leaders need
to make sure that the public workforce largely represents the
interest of the public. Fifth, leaders must lead with integrity
not only by retaining standard virtues, such as honesty and
selflessness, but also by discouraging and preventing unethical
conducts, because authenticity has been claimed to be the “root
construct” for other forms of “aspirational” leadership (Iszatt-
White et al., 2021b).

Transactional leadership focuses on daily interactions between
leaders and followers. It emphasizes the operational level, so it
matches the street bureau’s exercise well. Leaders need to meet
followers’ operational demands to give the followers the ability
and qualifications to do their job. On the basis of contingencies,
different leadership styles may be adopted to ensure that the
requirements of the study are clearly presented and that clear
paths are created for followers in achieving joint aims (House,
1996). In general, transactional leadership is suited more to a
static public management environment.

Transformational leadership is about managing
organizational change. Contemporary organizations become
evenmore complex and chaotic, fomenting change, and dramatic
change at times (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). In this sense, the
focus of change is more suited to a tumultuous world (Uhl-Bien
et al., 2007).

Effective leaders not only need to ensure that things get
done but also need to take the organization into the future.
However, research indicates that transformational leadership
alone does not produce success without effective management
and transactional leadership skills, such as strategic planning,
performance metrics, and collaboration with external resources
(Kelman, 2011).

Horizontal leadership, or distributive leadership, is the idea
that effective leadership can be attained by facilitating the use
of “substitutes,” through clear protocols, unambiguous tasks,
and effective frontline problem-solving, increasing the levels
of training, and carrying out recruitment selection based on
intrinsic satisfaction (Kerr and Jermier, 1978). However, to
achieve the organization’s joint goals, distributive leadership
needs to be complemented by collaboration, which focuses
on horizontal relationships across agencies (“networking”) and
sectors (“partnering”). Only in this way can organizations
effectively deal with problems facing contemporary leaders who
need to enhance social integration, flatten organizations, and
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providemore organic structures that handle changes more fluidly
(van Wart, 2013).

Ethical leadership includes three major pillars or concerns
(Ciulla, 2004). The first is the intent of individuals. The second
is selecting proper means for doing the right thing. The third
pillar is selecting appropriate ends. Most would agree that
all three pillars need to be functioning in order to facilitate
effective and robust leadership (Ciulla, 1995). Ethical leadership
also emphasizes authenticity and positivity, which are crucial
points to being a leader. Authentic leaders are self-aware and
focus on self-improvement (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Gardner
et al., 2005) in terms of their values, cognitions, and emotions.
Positive means openness, transparency, and optimism (Luthans
and Youssef, 2007; Norman et al., 2010); thus, leaders encourage
openness, feedback, and effective communication by controlling
their ego drives and defensiveness.

The specific aspects of leadership seem to be straightforward
individually, but as leadership takes these aspects as a whole, it
becomes complex and demanding. Also, leadership is dynamic
and evolves along with specific and practical challenges over time.
It is constantly being socially constructed, making it subjective
and a moving target (van Wart, 2013). With reference to the
leadership perspective model and relative mainstream leadership
theories, we studied seven individuals’ leadership behavior by
examining their performance in a given city in China.

METHODOLOGY AND MATERIALS

The primary step in the methodology is to develop a suitable
leadership ontology with regard to this research. Leadership
is a multifaceted and very complex subject of research (Oral,
2019); therefore, it demands a sound ontological stance to
capture its essence. Drath et al. (1999) define leadership
ontology as “the theory of entities that are thought to be
most basic and essential to any statement about leadership.”
There are three leadership ontologies: TRIPOD (leader–member
shared goals), DAC (direction–alignment–commitment), and
PVA (perception–value–achievement).

In association with existing leadership ontologies, and
integrated with Chinese Chengguan practice, we posit a new
Chengguan leadership ontology: CNP (Figure 1). Cognition
reflects whether or not a leader perceives a situation they face in
an organization (Chengguan Bureau, in this case), conceptualizes
organizational and managerial issues, and formats their decision-
making with reference to the leader’s trait characteristics,
experience, behavior assumptions, and so on, as well as external
factors. Normalization means that a leader transfers their
individual cognition and decision-making into organizational
practices and routines, integrates it with colleagues andmembers,
and establishes these as norms for an organization. Finally,
performance refers to the organization’s achievements and image
as leadership is executed by interactions among internal and
external stakeholders.

Based on this leadership ontology, an ethnographic case study
in Z City Chengguan bureau between December 2001 and
October 2019 was conducted. By applying this new leadership

ontology to understand the behaviors of seven leaders in Z
Chengguan bureau, ethnographic research was conducted to
answer three sets of questions: (1) What shapes the leaders’
cognition, including their traits and characteristics, behavior
premises (McGregor’s Theory X or Theory Y), career, and
leadership experience, as well as leadership knowledge and
training they have accumulated? (2) What action does the leader
take for normalizing the Chengguan followers’ work conduct
(and how did they accomplish this)? Did the followers accept
the leaders’ instructions completely or conditionally? Or did
they object to the leaders’ directions and refuse to comply
with the leader’s intentions openly or privately? What is the
major influence on interactions between the leaders and the
followers? 3) What was the Chengguan organization’s resulting
performance following the normalization of the leaders decisions
as a result of the leaders’ cognition?

The three questions compose our analysis framework, and
the answers to the above questions will provide meaningful
guidance for the improvement of work in Chengguan. The
ethnographic research enabled us to observe and identify
beyond formal understanding different leaders (seven
directors) executing their leadership decisions (Ybema
et al., 2009). This case study presents the leadership
styles and resulting work performance of seven directors
of the Z Chengguan bureau in chronological order. By
analyzing the interactions between the directors and the
followers (e.g., acceptance/objection, obedience/resistance,
identification/rejection, and internalization), this study explores
the logic and meaning of the relationships between leadership
styles and Chengguan’s work performance.

Data Collection and Analysis
Ethnography is not only a method but also an analytical
perspective, and it is widely conducted in the field of organization
and management research (Maanen, 2010). The ethnographic
research conducted here follows a framework of zooming in
and out (Nicolini, 2009). This framework provides a lens to
study daily frontline exercises in the workplace, the interactions
between leaders and followers, and the relationship between
work performance and leadership styles. Zooming in comprises
observing details and specific work activities to make sense
of how this is achieved (Visser and Kruyen, 2021). In this
case, we pinpointed staff members’ law enforcement actions
led by the respective directors, and we explored the bigger
picture by observing the background context in which leadership
was executed to better understand their interactions and the
structural impacts.

The ethnographic fieldwork was conducted by the first author,
who worked as a Chengguan staff member in this bureau
from December 2001 to 2018, during which a total of seven
directors had tenure. The first author participated in most
of the organization’s activities, and data were collected by
observation; by note-taking, theough face-to-face interactions
with the organization’s members, including directors and staff;
and with second-hand materials such as reports, and documents
from the Chengguan bureau. In addition, some data were also
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FIGURE 1 | Leadership ontology Cognition–Normalization–Performance (CNP).

employed from the first author’s master thesis (Hua, 2005) and
doctors’ dissertation (Hua, 2015).

Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data
collection in an iterative cycle between collected data and relative
theory (Klag and Langley, 2013). The first step was to classify
the data into “seven leaders,” detailed descriptions, and narratives
of sets of events (Langley, 1999). The identification process was
conducted along with a broad-spectrum theoretical exploration
(Gioia et al., 2013) of the concept of leadership. The final step was
to further unravel the leadership performances by comparison,
linking practice with theory.

Specifically, the study relies on the responsibility and code
of conduct of the Z City Chengguan bureau as stipulated
by the provincial government since the bureau’s establishment
in December 2001. These criteria gauge the Chengguan
organization’s performance and provide metrics for measuring
performance in this research. In October 2018, the “Code of
Conduct for Urban Management Law Enforcement” introduced
by the Ministry of Housing and Urban–Rural Development of
the People’s Republic of China was implemented (the code’s
content is coincident to prior provincial regulations). Themetrics
of performance for the Z Chengguan bureau are displayed in
Table 1.

FINDINGS

Leadership Practices and Performance
During the First Director’s Tenure
The first director of the Z Chengguan bureau was L. H. Niu.
He began his career as a soldier and then became a deputy
monitor, monitor, deputy platoon leader, and platoon leader.
Thereafter, Niu transferred from the army to work in the

local government. Director Niu’s leadership practices and his
followers’ performance are summarized here.

Lineup for Counting Every Day
As a veteran, Director Niu worshiped military life. Once he
became a commander at the Chengguan bureau, he yearned to
implement this style of leadership and announced his intention to
apply “semi-militarizedmanagement.” Everymorning, all bureau
staff members paraded in an open space and formed a lineup for
counting tasks, namely, standing, standing at ease, counting off,
saluting, and so on, in accordance with the military procedure.

It must be noted that, although the bureau mandated all staff
to participate in this lineup, those who had a post (e.g., the vice
director, the section head, etc.) were exempted. Thus, it became
a sign of class division in the bureau, as only the junior staff
needed to line up for counting and were punished for their
absence, while the heads and directors were exempted. This was
discounted as a scaled-down version of militarization, and most
staff members were therefore disgusted with it and were scolded
for their disagreement. However, other government officials and
the masses were initially pleased to see a “fresh start” and referred
to those discounting it as nao shao (being silly).

Brick-Moving Management
Director Niu relished his “brick-moving management” theory in
the first middle-level cadre meeting of the Z Chengguan bureau
as follows:

When I was a commander of troops, if I found idle soldiers, I

would instruct them to move bricks from the root of the south

wall to the north wall, and then back from the north wall to

the south wall, so the soldiers had something to do every day;
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TABLE 1 | Metrics of Chengguan performance criteria.

Law

enforcement

discipline

Article 8: Urban management law enforcement personnel

shall perform their duties on the basis of the legally

prescribed authority, scope, procedures, and time limits and

must not have the following conduct:

(1) Selective law enforcement;

(2) Threatening, abusing, or beating administrative

counterparts;

(3) Drinking alcohol during work or performing duties, or

duties after drinking;

(4) Tipping off administrative counterparts, concealing

evidence, or excusing responsibility;

(5) Retaliating against administrative counterparts;

(6) Other conduct violating work discipline.

Urban management law enforcement personnel shall

recuse themselves when they have a direct interest in

an administrative counterpart or a relationship that

might affect fair law enforcement.

Case-handling

norms

Article 12: Urban management law enforcement personnel

shall lawfully carry out evidence prior registration,

preservation, or sealing of sites and facilities, and seizure of

property. Urban management law enforcement personnel

shall properly store property that has been registered for

preservation or seizure in advance and must not use,

intercept, damage, or dispose of it without authorization.

Specifications

for the use of

equipment

Article 15: When urban management law enforcement

personnel carry out law enforcement, they shall turn on

audio-visual equipment, record the law enforcement

process without interruption, promptly and completely

store law enforcement audio-visual materials, and must

not delete, alter, or transmit the original records.

Norms of

manners and

language

Article 20: When urban management law enforcement

personnel carry out law enforcement, they shall behave in

a dignified manner, have good posture, and behave

appropriately and must not eat or fan while walking; they

must not smoke in public places or other places where

smoking is prohibited; they must not have their hands

behind their backs, sleeve their hands, pockets, shoulders,

arms, or waists, and laugh or make loud noises.

Article 21: When urban management law enforcement

personnel carry out law enforcement, they shall first raise

their hands in salute to their administrative counterparts.

Article 22: Urban management law enforcement personnel

shall treat others with courtesy, use civilized and

standardized language, and must not use vulgar,

discriminatory, reprimanding, insulting, or threatening

language against administrative counterparts.

otherwise, those 20-year-old energetic men may have brought

trouble once they had time to think.

Overall, the core of the “brick-moving management” practice
was to ensure that the team members had something to do at
all times, so they would have no time to think or create. For
personnel engaged in office work, Director Niu continuously
had them draft all kinds of documents, regulations, and reports.
Once the personnel finished these tasks and submitted them,
the director usually reviewed them and evaluated them as
unsatisfactory, and then instructed the personnel to rewrite the
documents. This was usually repeated several times, and after
the documents finally passed the evaluation, they were put on a

shelf and forgotten. This whole process was conducted to keep
the internal workers busy.

For the majority of personnel who worked in the field,
Director Niu instructed them to always patrol the streets and
conduct law enforcement activities. His motto was “farmers
have to plant fields, workers do work in the workshop, and the
Chengguan must patrol the streets.” While this statement was
true, there were no work incentives or supervision mechanisms.
Moreover, there were no resting places or living facilities for the
Chengguan staff, and in the summer, with no heat protection
measures, enforcement officers hid in shops to play poker or did
other things and disappeared from the streets.

Working for Superior Inspections and Giving Notice

to Vendors
Because of lack of internal motivation, external pressure became
the main power to promote the work of the Z Chengguan bureau.
The superior’s inspections and some important city activities,
such as local congress meetings or celebrity visits to the city,
became good excuses for the director to arrange work and urge
the enforcement officers to do their jobs.

When superiors inspected the effect of the management
of Z city, Director Niu instructed the Chengguan staff to
notify street vendors and merchants of the inspections and to
instruct them to not come out or vend on the street. Thus,
Chengguan’s law enforcement became a conspiracy to fool the
superiors, and it became a compromise between the Chengguan
officers and the people they were intended to oversee, thus
damaging the authority of law enforcement. This was not a long-
term management solution for sustainable work. Ultimately,
Chengguan’s activities became “law enforcement theater” for the
benefit of the superiors.

External Cowardice and Internal Chaos
As a newly established unit, the Chengguan bureau was despised
not only by other government departments but also by the
masses. A case in point is that, one evening, the plaque of the Z
Chengguan bureau located on the gate of the office building was
illegally removed. This was shameful, and it was suggested that
the police be called to maintain authority. However, Director Niu
directed all the staff members to not discuss it; rather than calling
the police, he arranged for someone to make another plaque and
hang it on the gate to “save face.”

The internal chaos was reflected by a series of fights among
the staff, among the middle-level cadres, and even between the
staff and vice directors; some examples of which are provided
as follows: (1) the office administrator (Lv, Y.G.) fought with
the head of the legal department (Jing, Y.W.); (2) one battalion
member (Xie, J.H.) fought with a squadron leader (Fan, S.T.)
because of work conflicts; (3) the head of the legal department
(Jing, Y.W.) fought with the vice head of the legal department
(An, D.H.); and (4) the deputy director (Zhao, X.D.) fought
with a squadron leader (Fan, S.T.) during a dispute over an
inspection issue.

The number of fights was so high that they cannot all be
described. The Z Chengguan bureau’s staff ’s dissatisfaction with
Director Niu was evident; when the staff members met with
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Director Niu in the office or on the job, many of them ignored
his presence. The director became aware of this and arranged
for Deputy Director Zhao to notify all the staff members of the
following: “When the Director comes to your office, everyone
should stand up or give a nod as a signal to at least indicate his
presence; this reflects minimum respect and courtesy.” However,
this was not a solution to the root cause of the problem.

The Consequences of Director Niu’s Leadership
When the Z Chengguan bureau was first established, the young
staff members were very efficient; however, year after year, there
was little upward mobility available to them. Therefore, the
Chengguan staff members left the Z Chengguan bureau. In 2003,
6 of the 31 staff members were admitted to other civil service
posts in the district, and the Z Chengguan bureau became a
“talent transit point.”

In the second half of 2004, more than 20 demobilized soldiers
who had transferred to the Z Chengguan bureau jointly wrote
to the city’s major leaders and complained about wandering the
streets all day, not knowing what to do or how to do it. At the end
of 2004, Director Niu resigned from his post, and a new director
was appointed.

Leadership and Performance During the
Second Director’s Tenure
The second director, L.J. Zhang (we will use “Zhang-L”
thereafter), was the Deputy Director of the Z Municipal Public
Security Bureau. Learning lessons from the first director, Zhang-
L adopted a “strict management, strengthened supervision”
management practice. The second director’s leadership practices
and his follower’s performance are summarized as follows.

Fine Index
Because some of the staff members “did not know what to do or
how to do it,” Zhang-L tailored a “fine index” for each squadron
(i.e., each squadron had to collect a certain amount of fines).
Therefore, all staff members who went out to conduct field work
had something to do. Along with the stipulated fine index, an
assessment procedure was also introduced, and the “bottom-out”
policy was implemented.

“Tough Guy” Image
In one instance, to establish his authority in the bureau, Zhang-L
punished three staffmembers andmade an example out of others.
Two squadron leaders (S.T. Fan and C.J. Li) and the vice head of
the legal department (D.H. An) were removed from their posts
and were forced to apologize during a conference with the entire
staff for using litigant money for a private dinner. Consequently,
many hecklers, such as those writing letters to the mayor to
accuse the Chengguan Bureau’s work content, were deterred.

In addition, Zhang-L set up a practice that required each staff
member to pay a certain amount as a “cash deposit for regulation
non-violation” every year. If a staff member did not violate the
regulations of the bureau over the course of 1 year, the money
was returned; otherwise, the money was confiscated.

Zhang-L adopted a practice of barbarism met with barbarism
and established an inspector division in the bureau. He selected

several staff members infamous for bad behavior to enter this
division and allowed them to inspect the tasks of line-up
for counting and other monitoring activities. To strengthen
the system of line-up for counting, he required the deputy
directors to watch the counting of staff members at the parade
every morning.

“You Owe Me or I Owe You” Principle
The personnel affairs of staff management became a deal of
selling commissions in the Bureau. If one staff want to take a
middle-level commission, he had to buy the commission from
this director, and further promotion also need the director’s
recommendation, which both need amply rewarded to him (in
terms of money or other forms as most corrupt officials do in
China). He placed the middle-level cadres and division heads as
the cornerstone of his personnel management, and demanded
that the members he promoted be thankful to him.

Where there is oppression, there is resistance, and this
pressure placed on management gradually deteriorated.
Primarily, issues arose within the leading group. For example,
one deputy director was ordered by Zhang-L to apologize to
an important litigant by providing them with a gift card, but
the card was thrown out by the litigant and the apology was
not accepted; thus, the deputy director was humiliated and
dissatisfied with Zhang-L. Side effects of the middle-level cadre-
centered work mechanism also appeared. The overemphasis on
the importance of cadres alienated some staff members, and
when some squadron leaders were besieged by vendors, the
junior staff members stood by and did nothing.

Many junior staff members began to disappear after line-up
for counting in the morning, and some took unpaid leave. Even
some middle-level cadre members became worried about their
future careers and began to ignore Zhang-L’s instructions. His
late efforts to set up “accounts” for street vendors and to let
staff members “step patrol” the streets could not be promoted.
Director Zhang later claimed by his own admission that he was
“unable to bring people together.” At the end of 2008, Zhang-L
was removed from his position.

Leadership and Performance During the
Third Director’s Tenure
The next director was Z.F. Zhang (we will use “Zhang-Z”
thereafter). His leadership can be summarized as “correction” to
alleviate the external social dissatisfaction with the performance
of the Chengguan, as well as to ease and coordinate internal
conflicts among the staffmembers. The third director’s leadership
practices and followers’ performance are summarized below.

Weakening the Practice of Line-Up for Counting
Absence from line-up for counting was no longer considered a
“zero-tolerance” behavior, and it was not accompanied by any
deduction of money or other direct punishments. In addition,
the “cash deposit for regulation non-violation” practice was
canceled; the staff members no longer needed to deposit money
to the bureau.
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Dilution of the Fine Index and Flexible Treatment of

Assessments
To correct the unhealthy tendency of “He that serves God for
money will serve the Devil for better wages,” Zhang-Z no longer
adopted a rigid assessment regarding fines. Squadrons that did
not achieve theminimumfine collection could still be treated well
if they properly managed their designated streets. In addition, the
inspection division was overhauled and adjusted; two members
of the team who often “picked fights and provoked trouble”
were removed from the division, and one of these two (Xu) was
dismissed for violating the law.

Support Staff Members to Pursue Different Careers
Zhang-Z took a stance to support staff members who pursued
their own careers and provided introduction letters, relevant
certificates, and other resources. Nevertheless, the promotion
channel of staff members was broadened; six township
Chengguan stations were established, thereby opening up more
middle-level positions for junior staff.

Set Up Trade Union Organizations and Enhance

Welfare of Staff Members
The bureau began to conduct physical examinations for staff
members once a year, issued birthday cards, and organized
the middle cadres to study or travel for tourism, among other
activities. In particular, a specialized institution for alcohol
treatment was contacted to help an alcoholic staff member.
Moreover, Zhang-Z did a great job of settling conflicts among
the staff. For example, in one instance, two division heads (Liu
and Jing) were engaged in a conflict at a table; Liu poured tea
on Jing, after which the director curbed the conflict and then
transferred Liu outside the bureau to work as an assistant in the Z
Municipal Construction Bureau, thereby preventing the conflict
from spiraling out of control.

All in all, although the third director did not remove some
unreasonable practices and policies present in the Z Chengguan
bureau, Zhang-Z did take many measures to reshape the
organizational culture during his term in office. In 2010, he was
transferred back to the Z Municipal Public Security Bureau as
its director.

Leadership and Performance During the
Fourth Director’s Tenure
The fourth director, Z.C. Dong, emphasized the needs and
feelings of the staff members and ensured the availability of two-
way communication between himself and the staff during his
tenure. The fourth director’s leadership practices and followers’
performance are summarized as follows.

Abolishment of the Fine Index for Divisions
Compared with his predecessor’s dilution of the fine index
system, Director Dong completely canceled it. Instead, he
emphasized management effectiveness in terms of the city’s
appearance. He adopted an approach to establish a city
management grid, and each squadron’s performance was assessed
based on the city’s appearance and living environment in
each grid.

Outsourcing Some Operational Work Such as

Painting Over Graffiti, to a Third Party
Director Dong outsourced some work (e.g., painting over graffiti)
to prevent staff members from doing such work while wearing
their uniforms. In this way, Chengguan’s management image
outweighed its working image.

Carrying Out Work Independently
Director Dong carried out work from the standpoint of the
bureau’s responsibility to ensure a superior arrangement of city
management, not merely to pass inspections. He insisted that
the Chengguan neither conspire with vendors and merchants
nor carry out inspections or make special deployments or
arrangements. When work tasks of higher-level arrangements
obviously did not fall within the scope of the Chengguan work
field, Director Dong refused to do the tasks.

Retaining the Practice of Line-Up for Counting
Director Dong alleviated the unfairness of some staff members
exempted from the practice of line-up for counting. He
personally attended this practice nearly every morning when he
was in the office, and he asked the entire leading team, including
the deputy directors, to attend.

Director Dong earned a good reputation from both his
superiors and subordinates. Admittedly, some unfortunate
events occurred as a result of the Chengguan’s historically bad
reputation. For example, one staff member, W.G. Li, was burned
by a person in the street. Another employee, X.B. Tian, owed a
gambling debt and left, and then died after leaving the bureau.
It should be noted that the root of these problems was in the
performance of the second director, L.J. Zhang, as many junior
staff members found his cruelty unbearable and became passive
to their work, thereby acquiring bad habits. Overall, the fourth
director, Director Dong, played a strong role in the correction,
adjustment, consolidation, and improvement of the organization.

Leadership and Performance During the
Fifth Director’s Tenure
The fifth director, B. Gao, also came from the Z Municipal Public
Security Bureau and filled the post in the latter half of 2013.
Unfortunately, he died of illness on the job soon after (in early
2014); he, therefore, played a limited role in influencing the
work of the Z Chengguan bureau and had a limited impact on
the organization’s culture. After he died, a deputy director, H.J.
Zhang, took charge. The deputy director did not make substantial
changes to the operation of the Z Chengguan bureau.

In the 2014 performance evaluation of the functional
government departments of Z city, the Z Chengguan bureau
was at the bottom of the ranking. In addition, in a televised
political inquiry program (a new media program developed for
the public to help them exercise their supervision rights and
participate in local governance) held in July 2014, delegates of the
people gave the lowest score to the Z Chengguan bureau based
on city management-related problems. Thus, the Chengguan was
dishonored, and the municipal government was not satisfied, so
a new director was soon appointed.
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Leadership and Performance During the
Sixth Director’s Tenure
The sixth director, H.M. Han, came from the Z Municipal
Construction Management Bureau. He was nominated by a
municipal party committee and filled the post in early 2015.
Director Han was familiar with the first director, Niu, and had
been Niu’s subordinate. The sixth director’s leadership practices
and followers’ performance are summarized here.

Emphasis on the Inspection Division and

Strengthening of the Practice of Line-Up for Counting
Director Han’s management motto was “For administered
objects, if you do not manage them, they will ignore you”.
He reappointed the staff members present during the second
director’s term and gave them more power to inspect the junior
staff members.

He also treated the practice of line-up for counting as the
cornerstone of troop management. However, because most of
the members were fed up with this practice, they could not
keep abreast of the development of new forms of attendance
(e.g., punching time clocks, accessing the attendance systems,
etc.), and the practice incurred more complaints from junior
staff members.

Fellow Villager-Based Clique Culture
Director Han was accustomed to forming small groups, and
people from his village were deeply valued. One squadron
commander, A.J. Liu, was removed from his middle-level
position because of violation of bureau regulations; however,
because Liu and Director Han were born in the same village, Han
quickly reinstated Liu. In addition, some people were promoted
and received benefits only as a favor from the director. This
obvious clique culture was criticized by most staff members and
sparked fury among the junior staff members.

Renaissance of the Working-for-Superiors

Inspections
The municipal government had great expectations for the
sixth director, and checks and inspections were more frequent.
Director Han transformed this into a powerful weapon to urge
the staff members to do their jobs. To prove that the Chengguan
bureau was operating better under his leadership, Director Han
reinstated the method of telling vendors and street merchants to
coordinate to maintain the clean appearance of the city during
city conferences or when higher-ups or celebrities were visiting.

Leadership and Performance During the
Seventh Director’s Tenure
The seventh director, T. Zheng, came to the Z Chengguan
Bureau after an accelerated promotion as a member of the
Party Committee of the Z Municipal Public Security Bureau.
The seventh director’s leadership practices and followers’
performance are summarized as follows.

Abolishment of the Practice of Line-Up for Counting
As of March 2017, the bureau had implemented the practice
of line-up for counting for nearly 16 years, and the junior

staff members consistently felt shamed and humiliated by this
system. The seventh director engaged in a substantial amount
of communication, listened to the views of the staff members,
and finally decided to abolish this “iconic” product of the
Z Chengguan bureau culture. This action received a positive
response from both the staff members and other municipal
departments. In fact, the third and fourth directors had also
wanted to abolish this practice but did not act on these
desires. Director Zheng garnered extensive support because of
this reform.

Carrying Out a Rectification Movement for the

Middle-Level Cadres
As mentioned, cliques and factions had become a problem in
the Z Chengguan bureau; they obstructed new thinking and
caused people to engage in internal strife rather than to think
about adjusting their work situation. By the end of 2017, Director
Zheng had taken a decisive action toward a dozen middle-level
cadre members (heads of the squadrons or chief leaders in town
stations) who were not in charge of their own affairs and let them
engage in idle errands (e.g., reading magazines and newspapers,
drinking tea, etc.), which hindered the bureau’s development.
Thereafter, he changed the law enforcement work style to the
“outer block and inner leading” approach. He set up fixed sales
sites over the urban area of Z city for mobile stalls and vendors,
thereby solving the chaos of disorderly selling by vendors.

Normalization of the Z Chengguan Bureau to a

Regular Municipal Unit
Since the establishment of the Z Chengguan bureau, successive
directors have more or less recognized its particularity, i.e.,
it was a new unit, it had arrangements with vendors and
street merchants, it was a type of street bureaucracy, a large
portion of the staff was demobilized military personnel, and
some of the deputy directors transferred to civilian life from
the army. However, the more emphasis that was placed on
its particularity, the less it was recognized. Therefore, Director
Zheng promoted the normalization of the Z Chengguan bureau,
i.e., by adopting common checks on work attendance with other
municipal departments, coordinating with the organizational
department of the Communist Party municipal committee
to make personnel arrangements, and sending middle cadres
to communities and other municipal departments for work.
Gradually, the Z Chengguan bureau cadres became recognized
as “brother units.”

The leadership, practices, and work performance of the seven
directors are summarized in Table 2.

Their performance was evaluated by the municipal
government on the basis of the “Code of Conduct for
Urban Management Law Enforcement.” In addition to the
municipal government appraisal of Chengguan’s clerks and their
director, Maxwell’ five levels of leadership were also used for
supplemental evaluation:

1. Position: people follow because they have to.
2. Permission: people follow because they want to.
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TABLE 2 | Analysis of the leadership, practices, and work performance of the seven directors.

Leader Followers composition and

situation

Leader cognition Follower normalization Performance

appraisal

First director

(December

2001–May 2005)

Experiencemanagement

December 2001: 2 vice directors

and 8 clerks were transferred from

the municipal government to

create the bureau.

May 2002: 20 college students

were recruited as clerks.

June 2003: 6 demobilized soldiers

entered the bureau.

May 2003: 15 college students

were recruited as clerks.

July 2013: 6 clerks were

transferred to other departments of

the municipal government through

an exam.

December 2014: 30 demobilized

soldiers entered the bureau; when

the first director stepped down,

around 75 clerks were present in

the bureau.

Trait characteristics:

1. No confidence, servile to

external pressure

2. Lacks decisiveness,

judgment, and knowledge

3. Non-sociable and

non-cooperative

4. No achievement drive; work

motivation comes from

superior inspection (no work

plan, no arrangement, work

at random)

McGregor’s Theory X:

Staff must be kept busy;

otherwise, they will introduce

trouble; emotional connection

between the director and staff

members is not viable

1. Line-up for counting

2. “Brick-moving

management”

3. Worked under

external pressure,

colluding with vendors

and meeting the

superior’s inspection

requirements

4. Connivance of fights

among staff members

Municipal government

appraisal was poor.

Most clerks worked with

a go-slow attitude. Some

clerks escaped from the

bureau; some of them

accused the mayor.

Maxwell’s five levels of

leadership:

1. Position

Second director

(May 2005–August

2009)

Scientificmanagement

May 2005: 15 college students

were recruited as clerks

Normal staff entered or exited in

single figures, and by the end of

August 2009, the total clerks of the

bureau were 100 or so.

The main body still was college

students; several troublemakers

among the 30 demobilized soldiers

consisted of a new

section—inspection. There were

no open objections from the clerks.

The second director adopted a

“carrot and stick” approach to treat

the two main groups of clerks: it

sets up some mid-level cadre

positions to solicit potential

troublemakers from among the

demobilized soldiers, but it also

intimidated the college students.

Trait characteristics:

1. Self-confidence and

aggressiveness

2. High intelligence and

achievement drive

3. Two-faced person, created a

“tough guy” image, but

forcible-feeble hypocrisy

McGregor’s Theory X:

People were cowardly bullies; if

you do not bully others, others

will bully you

1. Executed power as trading

(“you owe me, or I owe you”),

e.g., use official positions in

exchange for benefits, etc.

2. Position-oriented

management practice; “at his

wit’s end when staff members

do not care to get a position”

1. Strengthened the

practice of line-up for

counting

2. Established an

inspection division to

strengthen internal

supervision

3. Set up a “fine index”

for each law

enforcement division

4. Developed a “one-day

code of conduct” for

staff members

5. Made a “cash deposit

for regulation

non-violation” policy

Municipal government

appraisal was good

at the beginning and

poor finally: the director

confessed that he was

“unable to bring people

together.” at the end.

Maxwell’s five levels of

leadership:

1. Position+

3. Production (to

some extent)

Third director

(August 2009–April

2011)

Values leadership

Six town law enforcement stations

were approved, and around 20

clerks were enlisted. Most are

demobilized soldiers and a few

were transferred from other

departments of municipal

governments.

About 120 clerks were in the

bureau at this point.

College students and demobilized

soldiers had equal weight.

Trait characteristics:

1. Self-confidence, decisiveness

2. Sociability and

cooperativeness

3. Achievement drive

McGregor’s Theory Y:

“Personal development/growth is

the premise of collective

development”

Paid attention to motivation,

including material factors, and

career prospects for staff

members

Emphasized task completion

and paid attention to higher-level

arrangements; attempted to

solve conflicts between

middle-level cadres

1. Weakened

supervision of the

practice of line-up for

counting

2. Diluted the fine index

assessment to the

subordinate division

3. Set up labor unions;

increased welfare for

staff members, e.g.,

medical examinations

4. Regularly sent

middle-level cadres to go

out to visit, etc.

Municipal government

appraisal was good

promotion to be a

commissionar of Z

Public Security Bureau.

Maxwell’s five levels of

leadership:

3. Production

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 | Continued

Leader Followers composition and

situation

Leader cognition Follower normalization Performance

appraisal

Fourth director (April

2011–June 2014)

Ethical

(spiritual) leadership

Personnel composition was

constant. The bureau started to

employ auxiliary clerks to assist

work. The auxiliary clerks (first

batch is 20 people; increased

rapidly to around 100) were not the

formal staff; they signed a contract

with municipal government

personnel bureau and worked

under the arrangement of the

Chengguan bureau.

Trait characteristics:

1. Self-confidence

2. High intellect, good judgment

3. Sociability and

cooperativeness

4. Initiative and persistence

McGregor’s Theory Y:

Easy going to the staff members,

flexible to the arrangement of

work, respect for the deputy

director’s opinions, and listened

to staff members

1. Advocate self-restraint,

self-management, and

self-conscious compliance

incentive

2. Open, face to face, QQ,

WeChat, communication with

staff members

1. Abolished the fine

index for subordinate

divisions

2. Established an

outsourcing

mechanism; staff

members no longer

needed to paint over

graffiti

3. Promoted grid

management;

constructed a new

grid team to assist the

law enforcement

Municipal government

appraisal was good at

first, then mediocre.

Maxwell’s five levels of

leadership:

4. People development

Fifth director Regular personnel flow without

much change

Accidental death

(One vice director acted as a

deputy)

Too short to be

neglected

Poor

Sixth director (May

2015–June 2017)

Experience

management +

scientificmanagement

Several batches of demobilized

soldiers (Chengguan bureau was

the main venue for their

resettlement) enlisted with the

bureau, now numbering 150.

Trait characteristics:

1. Self-confidence, high intellect

2. Non-sociable and

non-cooperative

3. Two-faced person: servile to

superiors, harsh

to subordinates

McGregor’s Theory X: “For

administered objects, if you do

not manage them, they will

ignore you”

1. Build “fellow-villager-based

clique”

2. Renaissance of working for

superior inspections,

indifference to

followers’ demands

1. Strengthened the

practice of line-up for

counting

2. Reused the inspection

division to strengthen

internal inspections

3. Restarted the model

of working for superior

inspections and giving

notice to vendors

Municipal government

appraisal was mediocre

Maxwell’s five levels of

leadership:

1. Position+

2. Persimmison (part of

the followers)

Seventh director

(June 2017–June

2020)

Ethical

(spiritual) leadership

40 Municipal Patrol Brigade clerks,

who belonged to the Municipal

Public Security Bureau before,

were allocated to Chengguan

bureau. Most of the 40 Municipal

Patrol Brigade clerks were

demobilized soldiers; at this time,

the portion of the demobilized

soldiers accounted about 60% to

the total numbers of clerks. Clerks

united to push the seventh director

abolish the line-up for counting

practice, as well as address other

honorable issues for clerks…

As of June 2020, there were 186

members in the Z

Chengguan bureau.

Trait characteristics:

1. Self-confidence, high intellect

2. Sociable and cooperative

3. Achievement drive, initiative

McGregor’s Theory Y: “whoever

has the skill and ability can play”

1. Decisive and responsible

2. Innovation in work cognition

3. More democratic during work

(listened to staff

members’ opinions)

1. Abolished the practice

of line-up for counting

2. Abandoned the fine

index for subordinate

divisions

3. Carried out a

rectification movement

and changed the thinking

and priorities of work

(e.g., set up fixed sale

sites for mobile stalls

and vendors)

Municipal government

appraisal was good

the Director promoted to

be a director-equivalent

leader of Z Public

Security Bureau

Maxwell’s five levels of

leadership:

3. Production

4. People development

The work performance is according to the municipal government’s assessment of its departments: percentage ranking 99–90 is excellent, 90–70 is good, 70–10 is mediocre, and 10–0

is poor. The percentage range may change slightly in different years.

The Maxwell style levels of leadership are (1) position, (2) permission, (3) production, (4) people development, and (5) pinnacle.
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3. Production: people follow because of what you have done for
the organization.

4. People development: people follow because of what you have
done for them personally.

5. Pinnacle: people follow because of who you are and what
you represent.

The first director promoted a semi-militarized form of

management. He thought his subordinates were avoiding
work, so he tried his best to make them busy but failed to

achieve their basic need for autonomy and competence (Deci
and Ryan, 2000). Thus, the staff members found ways to
counteract the silly and ridiculous practices (e.g., the “brick-
moving management” theory and line-up for counting), and

the results were disastrous for the organization. He also lacked

the very important interpersonal motivation to communicate to
followers, as he stated that an emotional connection between a

leader and their followers is inappropriate. All of these opinions
are in conflict with the modern leadership theory. A leader’s

mood in an organization does have some effects on the group

(Cote and Saavedra, 2005). George (2009) articulated that
“leadership can be perceived as an emotion-laden process with

emotions entwined with the social influence process.” Iszatt-

White et al. (2021a) proposed that emotional labor is integral to
a leader’s role.

The second director transcended the first by pretending to be
a “tough guy” and used many approaches and tools of scientific
management to treat the staff members fiercely, i.e., setting
up a “fine index,” formulating the “cash deposit for regulation
non-violation” policy, and so on. In this circumstance, even
though he had the competence of scientific management skills,
his leadership philosophy of executing power as a form of trading
(“you owe me or I owe you”) terminated his leadership position,
and he later felt that “I was unable to bring people together.” His
two main tactics were position-oriented management practice
(carrot) and “punish someone as a warning to others” (stick),
but he failed because he was outwardly strong and inwardly
weak. The sixth director, who can be placed somewhere between
the first and second directors, also built “fellow villager-based
cliques” and did not achieve an effective work performance.
The abovementioned directors have in common an egotistic
streak, which contradicts the well-recognized leadership theory
that responsible and effective leaders always put the needs of
subordinates first (Cooper and Wright, 1992; Giacalone and
Jurkiewicz, 2003).

In contrast, the third director mainly adopted a
transformational (values) form of leadership, while the
fourth director exerted a transformational (trust–cultural)
form of leadership, and the seventh director presented an
ethical (spiritual) form of leadership. Among these directors,
the seventh director seems to have achieved the most success.
He abolished the practice of line-up for counting, canceled
the fine index system, and adopted an “outer block and inner
leading” approach. With the support of staff members, he created
opportunities for Chengguan to achieve a successful future.

It is observed that the third, fourth, and seventh directors
exerted more competence in teamwork, interpersonal skills,

and communication. They also presented relationship-oriented
leadership in terms of coaching and providing followers with
the necessary information and the resources needed to carry out
their job duties (Arnold et al., 2000; Ahearne et al., 2005; Park
and Hassan, 2018). However, all the directors failed to practice
role-modeling coaching and teaching (Schein and Francisco,
1992), and none adopted empowering practices, even though
doing it may have improved public employees’ job satisfaction
and organizational commitment according to Western scholars’
research (Hassan et al., 2013; Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2015;
Kim and Fernandez, 2017).

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION

Currently, street-level practitioners like Chengguan across
domains and countries have been increasingly brought into
focus. Their dismal public image and poor job performance need
to be solved by novel ways of working and unique solutions
(Johansen and van den Bosch, 2017; Kruyen and van Genugten,
2017; Rutz et al., 2017; Sabel et al., 2017; Raaphorst and Loyens,
2020). This can be achieved by improvement of leadership
under the principle that the “success or failure of every human
endeavor depends solely on the kind of leadership available for
such endeavor” (Youth Heritage Development Centre, 2009).
Since leadership is required in public administration to resolve
its inherent imperfections (Behn, 1998), the kind of leadership
that public administrators should be practicing needs to be
examined, including their initiative, motivation, inspiration, and
other qualities (Terry, 1995). This article contributes to further
understanding this issue by conducting ethnographic research
and discussing both research and practical implications (Visser
and Kruyen, 2021).

Theoretical Implications
We contribute to the study on leadership theories by developing
a new leadership ontology grounded in a strong methodology
and the new concept of CNP. On this foundation, by
ethnographic research to analyze the leader’s cognition, followers’
normalization, and organization’s performance, several findings
were attained.

First, the leader’s cognition, as the source of leadership,
involves many factors. A superior can avoid mistakes by taking
care to address some issues in advance (e.g., their leadership
experience and traits). A consensus has been reached that
governments should be cautious in assigning a demobilized cadre
member as the principal person responsible for an organization
in China’s government, because such an individual is accustomed
to obeying orders and some (e.g., the first director) indulge
in military life, so that they may exert their leadership with
misguided assumptions. This may lead to a disaster for the
followers and organization. While moral characteristics have a
greater influence on the appraisal of theleader as competent,
moral obscenities are more dangerous to an organization.

Second, in the leadership normalization process, followers can
exert a positive and strong influence to affect the leadership,
as well as to shape the organization’s changes, but only when
their relative strength is not weakening. For example, in 2005,
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30 new demobilized soldiers came to the bureau, expressed their
dissatisfaction with the first director, and wrote letters to the
mayor; this caused the first director to step down. To some
extent, this also benefited the other followers. As college students
were the main staff during the 2011–2015 period, they were
submissive and not united; they only objected to the director in
passive ways such as slipping away from work and escaping to
play cards (poker) during work time. The first director kept a
lid on things. The watershed was when the demobilized soldiers
wrote open letters to the mayor and complained about their
work conditions and job duties. The director then lost control
of the bureau and changed the organization to a great extent.
Similarly, in 2017, when 40 new clerks came to the bureau, “the
influential increment over and above mechanical compliance
with the routine directives of the organization” (Katz and Kahn,
1978), they exerted great influence on the seventh director, which
resulted in the leader abolishing the 16-year practice of line-up
for counting. This approach also contributed to the organization
going beyond the required performance and realizing more fully
the potential of a given position for organizational influence.

Third, the performance of the organization interacts with the
organization’s context (Avolio, 2007). The leadership context is
characterized as a superior attitude and social concerns about an
organization. The external environment, known as the leadership
situation, lies outside the leadership ontology and plays a decisive
role in the judgment of leadership. Contingency theory addresses
this point, as the context has certain effects on leaders and
followers who are embedded in it.

Fourth, we employed an integrated leadership model to
analyze leadership effectiveness on the basis of existing
organizational leadership approaches. In this regard, we observed
and identified factors beyond prior formal understanding.
Compared with Fairholm’s leadership perspective model, where
scientific management lies at the bottom, this study found
that, below scientific management, there is another leadership
perspective: experience management or traditional management.
This happens when someone is placed in a leadership position
without scientific management knowledge and skills, such as the
first director of the Z Chengguan bureau. He knew little about
planning, organization, coordination, and supervising, and he
wielded power by relying on his experience and instructions
and orders from his superior. The practices of line-up for
counting and brick-moving management came from his military
career, and he encouraged colluding with vendors to meet the
superior’s inspection requirements. Such cases are not rare in
some organizations in China, and in basic, small cases, it works
well. Thus, a proposed theory of leadership perspectives derived
from Fairholm falls into a new set of four categories: experience
management (traditional management), scientific management,
values leadership, and ethical (spiritual) leadership.

With reference to van Wart (2013) five categories of
leadership, horizontal leadership may not serve well for rule-
bound and hierarchical organizations like Chengguan. Under an
authoritarian regime, together with traditional Chinese culture,
the horizontal leadership approach seems to have no space in
China’s organizational management. An ideal form of leadership
should liberate followers to build community and promote

committed stewardship while modeling a service orientation (i.e.,
to be servant leaders), thus developing and enabling individual
wholeness in an organization and building moral standards to
facilitate people’s liberation in the context of self-sustainable
development and service delivery.

Practical Implications
First, it is necessary to improve the leader’s selection and training.
When a leader is always stagnated and has no vision, like the
first director of the Z Chengguan bureau, they will resist, be
reluctant to, or respond slowly to change, and the consequences
will be very serious (Stare, 2006). Therefore, selection of a leader
is important. McGregor’s Theory X states that superiors should
be cautious when appointing someone to a leadership position.
This is because “those firmly committed to their own ideas are
not necessarily good change leaders” (Fullan, 2002). With that in
mind,more attentionmust be paid to individual personalities and
traits by investigating the candidates’ career paths, educational
levels, and motive profiles during the selection process.

Specifically, the Z Chengguan bureau should select a director
from the internal membership instead of appointing one from
the outside. In addition, leadership training should be conducted
regularly to help good leaders improve and to rectify some
bad ones.

Second, position- and treatment-oriented leadership
approaches (e.g., the second director’s leadership, an alienation
to scientific management in this study) need to be transformed
into people-oriented leadership. In the case of the Z Chengguan
bureau, all the incentive and control practices were centered
around “position and treatment;” the staff members cared about
becoming officials, not about responsibility. To change this
situation, a leader’s bureaucratic philosophy must transform to a
sense of responsibility.

Third, leaders should be encouraged to learn ethical (spiritual)
leadership skills to be a whole-soul leader. While scientific
management is the base of leadership, ethics is the core,
which covers and transcends from values to trust and cultural
leadership. Ethical leadership has a number of dimensions that
are related to the wholeness of individuals in a society. The
first dimension is honesty. Some directors in this research
presented an empty slogan such as “enormous capacity for
hard work, combat, and endurance,” which is contrary to this
principle. The second dimension is trustworthiness; leaders
should not “say one thing and do another.” The third dimension
is fairness; the failure of this is demonstrated in a case
study on the first, second, and sixth directors who divided
staff members into many classes and treated them differently.
The fourth dimension is conscientiousness. At a basic level,
conscientiousness means working earnestly and deservedly; at
a higher level, conscientiousness means striving for excellence
(Dull, 2009) to fulfill a duty, which includes respect for
professional norms, working rules, and laws (Menzel, 2007;
Sergiovanni, 2007).

Fourth, as to the improvement of the leadership environment
(context), the superior (the municipal government, in this case)
should limit interference in the bureau’s operation. On the
one hand, avoiding excessive interference in internal affairs of
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the organization’s work affects the leaders. For example, the
fourth director was very decisive and always insisted on working
independently, regardless of the unreasonable demands andwork
(e.g., house demolition) requested from the city government. On
the one hand, he urged the organization to set up a labor union,
youth federation, women’s federation, and so on to strengthen
the followers’ unity and coherence. Thus, it is possible to achieve
an incremental influence to balance the authoritarian power of
the director. In addition, to supervise the problem with regard to
the organization’s operation and performance, it is necessary to
take measures in time on the one hand and give the leader, the
followers, and the organization a flexible space to adapt on the
other hand.

Admittedly, our study has several limitations that should
be noted. One limitation comes from the case study and
ethnographic research method. The ethnographic methodology
has advantages in collecting different types of data from diverse
sources: documentation, archival records, direct observation,
physical artifacts, and interviews. This results in a fuller picture
of the phenomenon than would have been achieved otherwise.
However, analysis of data is not an exact science; records of
data are not systematically created, which may not sufficiently
convince the audience of their accuracy. Another limitation is
the integrated leadership approaches adopted. While this study
starts with the CNP leadership otology, we attempted to integrate
trait theory, behavior theory, and power and influence theories
to analyze the leaders’ cognition, followers’ normalization,
and organization’s performance. These approaches cannot test
all components of the conceptual model, i.e., we omitted
physiological (appearance, height, and weight) and demographic
(age, education, and socioeconomic background) characteristics
and focus on personality, intellectual, task-related, and social
characteristics. With regard to behavior theory, we only
employed McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y. In addition, the
leadership styles of six of the directors fall into four categories:
traditional (experience) management, scientific management,
values leadership, and ethics leadership. Other leadership
theories, such as servant leadership (Greenfield, 2007) and
empowering leadership (Arnold et al., 2000), are neglected. If
these are considered, more profound results may be obtained.

Finally, there is one limitation of this study that future
works may explore: the boundaries of leadership and its context.
The leader, followers, and organization are the internal field
of leadership, while the external field mainly refers to the
organization’s superior and the public, who are not independent
of the internal field. This is evident in contingency theories of
leadership, although the argument is still weak (Avolio et al.,
2003). In this study, we did not examine whether the work
context can “activate” the expression of a given trait of a leader;
in fact, the leaders’ traits and leadership behaviors are also
influenced by the structure of work.

Overall, this research is in accordance with prior leadership
theories on understanding leadership; moreover, it adds new
knowledge to the Chinese context. For future studies similar
to this one, the presrent study will contribute to knowledge-
building in other fields, especially in street-level bureaus and
hierarchical organizations. As such, an ethnographic case study
cannot generalize our results to other public service professions.
The leadership perspectivesmay be reinterpreted, and the specific
model and competencies needed by public sector leadersmay also
be reevaluated (van Wart, 2013).
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Purpose: Despite the number of studies on abusive supervision and voice,

there is still limited knowledge on why individuals refrain themselves from

information sharing. Moreover, very little is known on when individuals

become cynical and when they do not under abusive supervision. Hence,

to address the existing gaps in the literature this study aims to investigate

the moderating role of positive reappraisal on the link between abusive

supervision and cynicism; the associations between cynicism and two forms

of voice, promotive and prohibitive; and the mediating effect of cynicism on

the relationship between abusive supervision and voice.

Design/methodology/approach: We conducted a survey among 685

highly skilled employees and their immediate supervisors in manufacturing

companies. Among the 685 responses, we excluded 258 incomplete

questionnaires and thus analyzed a total of 427 responses. Hierarchical

regression analysis and structural equation modeling were utilized to assess

the validity of the hypotheses.

Findings: The findings indicate that positive reappraisal moderates the

link between abusive supervision and cynicism; furthermore, cynicism is

negatively related to promotive voice and mediates the relationship between

abusive supervision and promotive voice. Moreover, the results reveal that

the association between cynicism and prohibitive voice is nonsignificant and

that cynicism does not mediate the link between abusive supervision and

prohibitive voice.

Originality/value: This study is the first to provide empirical evidence on the

moderating role of positive reappraisal on the relationship between abusive

supervision and cynicism, the association between cynicism and promotive
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voice and the mediating role of cynicism on the link between abusive

supervision and promotive voice.

Future research directions: We recommend that future research consider

other forms of voice, such as acquiescent and prosocial voice, in investigating

the links between cynicism and employee voice.

KEYWORDS

abusive supervision, positive reappraisal, cynicism, promotive voice, prohibitive voice

Introduction

Employee voice fosters creativity (Dedahanov et al.,
2016a) and increases managerial effectiveness (Morrison,
2011). Moreover, voice helps organizations correct problems
(Hirschman, 1970). When individuals refrain from information
sharing, their silence can result in corruption (Ashforth and
Anand, 2003) and impede innovation (Dedahanov et al., 2016a).
Hence, we believe that employee voice has a significant role
in business organizations, and it is important to investigate
the factors that influence individuals’ intentions to share their
opinions and ideas on work-related issues.

Supervision style is perceived to be one of the determinants
of employee voice (Dedahanov et al., 2016a). Thus, previous
researchers have investigated the link between abusive
supervision and employee voice and reported a significant
negative link between these two factors (Rafferty and Restubog,
2011; Zhang and Liao, 2015). Despite the existing studies on
abusive supervision and employee voice, several gaps exist and
need to be addressed.

First, abusive supervisors tend to misbehave by being
inconsiderate, publicly criticizing subordinates, and being rude
to employees (Bies, 2000; Islam et al., 2021a,b, 2022a). According
to James and Shaw (2016), malfeasance generates cynicism
that refers to “a general and specific attitude, characterized
by frustration and disillusionment as well as negative feelings
toward and distrust of a person, group, ideology, social
convention, or institution” (Andersson and Bateman, 1997,
p.450). Hence, when supervisors ridicule employees and are
rude to them, individuals tend to distrust their leadership
and become suspicious about supervisors’ intentions behind
their supervision in the workplace. Eventually, distrust toward
their supervisors makes subordinates reluctant to share their
ideas or suggestions to improve the work unit/organization
and to speak up on work-related concerns that might cause a
serious loss to the work unit. Thus, we believe that cynicism
plays a significant role in explaining the link between abusive
supervision and employee voice.

Despite the existing research, there is very little knowledge
on the role of cynicism in explaining the relationship

between abusive supervision and employee voice. Prior research
contributed to the literature by investigating the different
mechanisms that link abusive supervision and employee
voice. For example, previous studies reported that fear
(Kiewitz et al., 2016) and perceived injustice (Rafferty and
Restubog, 2011; Wang and Jiang, 2015) engendered by abusive
supervisors reduce employee voice. We believe that before
fearing supervisors and assessing their justice, individuals first
consider whether they can trust and rely on their superiors
based on their observations. In case of feeling suspicious
and experiencing cynicism toward the supervisors, individuals
might have a feeling of fear or a perception of injustice
because of their distrust of their supervisors’ reactions and
treatment. Hence, in our study, we suggest cynicism as a critical
mechanism that explains the link between abusive supervision
and employee voice.

Second, previous researchers (Seo et al., 2011) contributed
to the literature by examining the associations between cynicism
and the unitary construct of voice that expresses the frequency
of speaking up rather than the multidimensional construct
of voice that reflects different types of motives of individuals
in voicing their concerns. According to Brinsfield (2013),
to fully understand individuals’ information sharing in the
workplace, simply examining the frequency of information
sharing is insufficient because the unitary construct itself does
not express the intentions of individuals to share information.
Hence, very little is known about the form of voice that is
reduced by cynicism. Thus, in our study, we seek to answer
the question regarding which forms of voice are stifled by
cynicism by examining the links between cynicism and the
multidimensional construct of voice, such as promotive and
prohibitive voice.

Third, “abusive supervision may not impact all employees
in the same way because the impact of this supervision
can vary depending on the abilities of employees in coping
with negative events” (Dedahanov et al., 2021, p.468). Thus,
researchers (Dedahanov et al., 2022, p.1) indicated that “research
has yet to investigate the factors that impact individuals’
response to abusive supervision.” Despite the existing research
(Abubakar et al., 2017; Aziz et al., 2017) on the link
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between abusive supervision cynicism, there is very little
knowledge on when individuals experience cynicism under
abusive supervision and when they do not. Typically, individuals
with positive appraisals perceive negative events to be benign
and therefore, tend to reinterpret negative situations positively,
which can buffer their negative reactions from perceived abusive
supervision. Thus, we believe that even though supervisors
are abusive, individuals with positive reappraisal suffer less
from the abusive behavior of their superiors; therefore,
they are less likely to generate cynicism because of their
positive reinterpretation of the negative events. Hence, positive
reappraisal can play a contingent role in the link between
abusive supervision and cynicism.

To address the existing gaps in the literature, our study
aims to examine the associations between cynicism and two
forms of voice, promotive and prohibitive, to measure the
mediating effect of cynicism on the relationship between
abusive supervision and employee voice and to investigate the
moderating effect of positive reappraisal on the link between
abusive supervision and cynicism.

Our study contributes the literature and extends the
insight on the dark side of leadership by enabling the
management of organizations to understand why the members
of organizations refrain from sharing information under
abusive supervision, what type of voice is associated with the
cynicism that is triggered by abusive supervision, and when
individuals with abusive supervisors experience cynicism and
when they do not.

Employee voice and its
multidimensionality

Employee voice is defined as the discretionary
communication of suggestions, ideas or concerns about job-
related problems to improve the effectiveness of organizational
or unit functioning (Morrison, 2011). It is volitional and
extra role behavior that is not explained in employees’ job
descriptions. There are two constructs of voice: unitary and
multidimensional. The unitary construct of voice evaluates voice
behavior itself by assessing the frequency of speaking up whereas
the multidimensional construct of voice evaluates the intentions
of individuals when expressing their opinions. Previous research
has suggested several types of multidimensional constructs of
voice (Van Dyne et al., 2003; Liang et al., 2012). Van Dyne et al.
(2003) suggested acquiescent, defensive and prosocial voice.
Acquiescent voice refers to expressing ideas and opinions due
to the feeling of resignation, defensive voice is related to sharing
ideas to protect and defend oneself from harmful outcomes, and
prosocial voice is defined as suggesting constructive solutions
with cooperative motives.

Liang et al. (2012) extended the work of previous studies
on multidimensionality (Van Dyne et al., 2003; Morrison,

2011) and suggested the concepts of promotive and prohibitive
voice. According to Liang et al. (2012), promotive voice
refers to “employees” expression of new ideas or suggestions
for improving the overall functioning of their work unit or
organization” (p. 74). Promotive voice in the workplace relates
to employees proactively suggesting new projects that are
beneficial to the work unit and voicing their concerns to
improve the unit’s working procedures. Thus, Lin and Johnson
(2015) indicated that the intention behind promotive voice is
to make the organization better. Because promotive voice seeks
to improve and change the status quo, it is also perceived to
be innovative (Lin and Johnson, 2015). Hence, promotive voice
reflects the optimistic emotional experiences and eagerness
strategy of actors based on approach-oriented self-regulation
(Higgins and Spiegel, 2004; Carver and Scheier, 2001; Lanaj
et al., 2012).

Prohibitive voice is related to speaking up on work incidents,
practices or employee behavior that are perceived as harmful to
the organization. According to Liang et al. (2012), individuals
with prohibitive voice are more likely to advise others against
undesirable behaviors that would hamper job performance
and to point out problems when they appear in the unit,
even if that would hamper the reporters’ relationships with
others. Hence, the intention behind prohibitive voice is to
help the company avoid harmful states. Because prohibitive
voice draws attention to unnoticed issues and problems, it
is perceived to be helpful for groups or organizations as a
whole (Lin and Johnson, 2015). Thus, this form of voice
focuses on avoidance-oriented tactics and a vigilance strategy
(Lanaj et al., 2012).

The aim of both types of voice is to benefit the organization
and challenge the status quo (Liang et al., 2012). However,
promotive and prohibitive voices differ in terms of their
behavioral content, function, and implications for others.
According to Liang et al. (2012), promotive voice expresses
new solutions and ideas about how to advance the status quo
whereas prohibitive voice conveys concerns about factors that
are perceived as threatening to the organization. Moreover,
promotive voice is future-oriented whereas prohibitive voice
is oriented to both the past and the future. Furthermore,
promotive voice suggests methods to improve an organization
whereas prohibitive voice aims to prevent the factors that are
potentially harmful to an organization.

Abusive supervision and cynicism

Abusive supervisors’ behavior includes derogatory language,
explosive outbursts and threatening statements (Kuo et al.,
2015). When supervisors are rude to employees, they develop an
unhealthy work environment where individuals lose their trust,
loyalty and energy toward not only the inflicting supervisor but
also the organization or management for taking a “hands-off”
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approach to abusive supervisors (Li et al., 2016; Abubakar et al.,
2017).

Similarly, Tepper et al. (2004) stated that when supervisors
are abusive, individuals distrust their supervisor’s leadership
and work-related instructions. According to Li et al. (2016),
cynical individuals do not trust superiors and are suspicious
about management. Hence, abusive supervision shapes cynicism
by reducing trust from subordinates. In other words, when
supervisors ridicule subordinates and express anger, employees
tend to lose their hope for the future in current organizations
and are more likely to distrust their management.

Previous studies also indicated that there is a positive
link between the abusive behavior of supervisors and cynicism
(Abubakar et al., 2017; Aziz et al., 2017). Aziz et al. (2017)
stated that abusive supervisors insult employees and view
them inferior, eventually triggering employees’ cynicism in the
workplace. Keashly (1998) indicated that cynicism is one of
the consequences of abusive supervision. Thus, in line with
previous findings, we also believe that abusive supervision
fosters cynicism and propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Abusive supervision is positively related to cynicism.

Moderating role of positive
reappraisal

A number of previous studies have indicated that abusive
supervision triggers cynicism (Keashly, 1998; Whitman et al.,
2014). According to Chi and Liang (2013), the impact of
abusive supervision on individuals differs depending on the
capabilities of individuals to handle negative experiences.
Individuals with positive reappraisal perceive negative and
stressful events as valuable, benign, and beneficial (Saintives
and Lunardo, 2016). Moreover, individuals with positive
reappraisal may reframe a negative event in workplaces
as an opportunity to gain new skills (Lambert et al.,
2012). Consequently, when employees reconstrue negative
events positively, they can buffer against abusive supervision
generating negative views toward management or organization
(Chi and Liang, 2013).

Hence, we believe that not everyone who experiences
abusive behavior from superiors becomes cynical. Those who
have positive reappraisal are less likely to suffer from cynicism
despite the abusive behaviors of their superiors. In contrast,
when individuals do not modify their thoughts about workplace
abuse, they are more likely to become cynical toward their
employers. Therefore, we suggest that positive reappraisal
weakens the relationship between abusive supervision and
cynicism. In other words, even though supervisors are rude
to employees, individuals with positive reappraisal tend to
reconstrue their thoughts about this unpleasant behavior of

their superiors. Eventually, individuals with positive reappraisal
are less likely to lose their hope or trust in their superiors.
Thus, based on the discussions above, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H2: Positive reappraisal moderates the relationship between
abusive supervision and cynicism such that the positive
relationship is weaker when the level of positive reappraisal
is high.

Cynicism and employee voice

Cynics tend to be suspicious about the statements of their
superiors (Kanter and Mirvis, 1989); therefore, employees with
cynicism distrust the strategies of their managers and doubt
the intentions of their management (Stanley et al., 2005).
Similarly, Wanous et al. (2000) indicated that individuals with
cynicism do not trust their management and thus perceive
that sharing opinions and ideas about work is worthless
because it cannot be heard by superiors. When individuals
distrust management, perceive that their attempts to make
improvements would not be recognized and personal initiative
does not count for much in their workplace, they become
reluctant to put effort into sharing ideas that are beneficial to the
work unit/organization and do not raise suggestions to improve
their unit’s/organization’s working procedures. Moreover, when
individuals become cynical, they tend to develop withdrawal
behaviors (Abubakar et al., 2017), which are associated with
avoiding work roles and reducing the time spent on work
(Wang and Yi, 2012). Further, cynical individuals tend to have
lower levels of organizational commitment and are more likely
to be absent from their work (Seo et al., 2011). Furthermore,
individuals with cynicism tend to lose their motivation in
their given roles and tasks (Reichers et al., 1997). When
individuals withdraw from their work, have a lower level of
commitment, and have reduced workplace motivation, they
feel a lower level of emotional attachment to their work.
Hence, because of their lower level of emotional attachment,
cynical individuals are less likely to consider improving
their unit/organization and to share constructive suggestions
that help the unit/organization reach its goals. Therefore,
we believe that cynicism negatively influences employees’
promotive voice.

H3: Cynicism is negatively related to promotive voice

Furthermore, cynicism is related to a number of negative
emotions. According to Dean et al. (1998), one of those
emotions is fear. When individuals disbelieve the intentions
of their superiors, they do not feel safe in expressing work-
related concerns because they may be punished or threatened
(Dedahanov and Rhee, 2015). According to Liang et al.
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(2012), the intention behind promotive voice is understood
as positive and constructive; however, the intention behind
prohibitive voice may not be regarded as positive because
of the negative consequences that can occur as a result
of avoidance-oriented expression. Pointing out a flaw or
defect to supervisors entails a risk of damaging or even
humiliating other organizational members because such voice
can reveal their mistakes or unwise judgements. Such a
suggestion can trigger self-defense by listeners, and listeners
may retaliate against the idea provider uncovering their
myopia. Since having prohibitive voice can trigger negative
reactions, cynical individuals tend to assess the consequences
of speaking up (e.g., retaliation by receptors) prior to sharing
the information. Therefore, we believe that cynics are less
likely to have prohibitive voice by refraining themselves from
speaking up about work-related problems that might cause
serious losses to the work unit/organization because of self-
defense. Thus, based on the discussions above, we propose the
following hypothesis.

H4: Cynicism is negatively related to prohibitive voice.

Mediating role of cynicism

Previous studies (Rafferty and Restubog, 2011; Zhang
and Liao, 2015) indicated that abusive supervision mitigates
employee voice. We believe that this relationship between
abusive supervision and employee voice is mediated by
cynicism. In other words, when supervisors mistreat employees
and ridicule them, individuals tend to have a lower level of trust
in their superiors and are more likely to lose their hope for
the future. Consequently, with the reduced trust in superiors,
individuals are less likely to suggest their concerns regarding the
improvement of unit/organization because of their belief that
speaking up would not result in any change in their workplace.
Hence, we assume over a night individuals do not decide to
withhold information that makes a change in the workplace
rather they first carefully observe the behaviors of superiors and
in case of experiencing abuse from superiors they might lose
their trust and become cynic which eventually reduces their
promotive voice.

Moreover, abusive supervisors give high signals of threat
that leads individuals to use self-protection and avoidance
which eventually fosters individuals’ defensive silence (Kiewitz
et al., 2016) and reduced prohibitive voice. We believe that
when individuals suffer the mistreatment from superiors they
become cynical and might be concerned with the reactions of
their superiors for having prohibitive voice because prohibitive
voice can be interpreted negatively by superiors and therefore
can trigger negative interpersonal outcomes. Thus, individuals
do not decide to have prohibitive voice all of sudden, rather
they first become cynical and because of their cynicism in

the reactions of their superiors they tend to have reduced
prohibitive voice. Hence, we believe that cynicism can be
a critical mechanism that explains the link between abusive
supervision and employee voice and suggest the following
hypotheses:

H5: Cynicism mediates the link between abusive supervision
and promotive voice.

H6: Cynicism mediates the link between abusive supervision
and prohibitive voice.

Materials and methods

We conducted survey in various manufacturing sector
companies located in five cities of Republic of Korea (i.e.,
Daegu, Incheon, Busan, Ulsan, and Daejon). We contacted the
human resource management departments of 17 manufacturing
companies and explained the purpose of our study. With
the help of the human resource managers of the companies,
we obtained a list of 685 employees and their immediate
supervisors. We collected data using convenience sampling
procedure (Islam et al., 2022b). We used two waves of
data collection to reduce the effect of common method
bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The first-wave survey was
conducted among employees. Paper-and-pencil surveys
were conducted in small group sessions. Participating
in the survey was voluntary and the respondents were
provided verbal and written assurance of the confidentiality
of responses. Employees answered questions pertaining
to abusive supervision, positive reappraisal and cynicism.
Supervisors answered the questions regarding employee voice.
The survey questionnaires were coded before conducting
the survey, and HR managers helped record identification
numbers and the participants’ names to match supervisor–
subordinate dyads. We deleted 258 carelessly completed
questionnaires and used 427 questionnaires in the analyses (the
response rate was 62%).

Measures

The questionnaires were translated from English into
Korean by professional translators, and bilingual experts back-
translated the questions into English to ensure the accuracy of
the translation (Brislin, 1993). In our study, all measures were
rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “1 = strongly
disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.”

Abusive supervision was measured using 13 items (e.g.,
“My supervisor ridicules me,” “My supervisor puts me down in
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front of others,” and “My supervisor is rude to me”) from Tepper
(2000). The scale’s α reliability value in this study was 0.982.

Positive reappraisal was measured using 4 items from the
study by Carver et al. (1989). Example items included: “I look
for something good in what is happening,” “I try to see it in
a different light to make it seem more positive” and “I learn
something from experiences.” The Cronbach’s α reliability in
this study was 0.855.

Cynicism was assessed using 11 items (e.g., “When top
management says it is going to do something, I wonder if it
will truly happen,” “I believe top management says one thing
and does another” and “When I think about top management,
I feel irritated”) from the study by Kim et al. (2009). The scale’s
α reliability in this study was 0.880

Employee voice: Promotive voice (e.g., “ This employee
proactively suggests new projects that are beneficial to the
work unit,” “This employee proactively develops and makes
suggestions for issues that may influence the unit” and “This
employee raises suggestions to improve the unit’s working
procedures”) was evaluated using 5 items, and prohibitive
voice (e.g., “This employee advises others against undesirable
behaviors that would hamper job performance,” “This employee
speaks up honestly with problems that might cause serious losses
to the work unit, even when/though dissenting opinions exist”
and “This employee dares to voice opinions on things that might
affect efficiency in the work unit, even if it would embarrass
others”) was assessed with 5 items from the study by Liang et al.
(2012). The scales’ α reliability values in this study were 0.948
and 0.890, respectively.

Because of the potential impacts of age, gender (0 = female
and 1 = male) and organizational tenure (1 = 5 years or less,
2 = 6–10 years, 3 = 11–15 years, 4 = 16–20 years, and 5 = more
than 20 years) of respondents on employee voice, we used these
sample characteristics as control variables in our study (Table 1).

Results

In our study, to evaluate the measurement model, we
conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) by using
AMOS 21. Researchers (Hooper et al., 2008; Kline, 2010)
recommended reporting χ2-test goodness-of-fit indices,
including the comparative fit index (CFI), goodness-of-fit
index (GFI), adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI), root
mean square residual (RMR), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR). A good model fit is indicated when the
CFI and GFI values exceed 0.90 (Hair et al., 2010) and
the RMSEA and SRMR values are less than 0.60 and 0.05,
respectively (Hair et al., 2010). In our study, all measures
indicated a good fit to the data (χ2/df = 1.507; CFI = 0.985;
GFI = 0.899; AGFI = 0.880; RMR = 0.051 RMSEA = 0.034,
and SRMR = 0.0254). T
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Moreover, we assessed the convergent and discriminant
validity. Convergent validity is demonstrated when composite
reliabilities and factor loadings are greater than 0.80 and
0.60, respectively (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The findings
demonstrate that composite reliabilities and factor loadings
exceeded the required thresholds of 0.80 and 0.60, respectively.

Discriminant validity is demonstrated when the average
variance extracted (AVE) values of constructs exceed 0.5 and
the squared correlation between the same construct and other
constructs (Hair et al., 2010). The results indicate that all
AVEs of constructs are higher than 0.5 and the squared
correlations between the construct and other constructs in the
CFA model (see Table 2). Thus, the measures demonstrate
discriminant validity.

The findings from the correlation analysis (Table 2) reveal
that positive reappraisal is negatively correlated with cynicism
(r = –0.496, p < 0.01) and cynicism is positively correlated
with abusive supervision (r = 0.150, p < 0.01) and negatively
correlated with promotive voice (r = –0.184, p < 0.01).

To evaluate the validity of the suggested hypotheses, we
conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) and hierarchical
regression analysis. The SEM analysis indicates a good fit
(χ2/df = 1.598; CFI = 0.982; GFI = 0.895; AGFI = 0.876;
RMR = 0.072, RMSEA = 0.037, and SRMR = 0.0412). The
findings from SEM analysis suggest that abusive supervision
(β = 0.146, p < 0.01) is negatively associated with cynicism.
Thus, H1 is supported. In H2, we suggested that positive
reappraisal moderates the link between abusive supervision
and cynicism. Hierarchical regression analysis revealed that
positive reappraisal moderates (β = –0.195, p < 0.01) the link
between abusive supervision and cynicism (Table 3). Moreover,
we plotted the simple slopes for the relationship between
abusive supervision and cynicism to interpret the form of the
interaction (see Figure 1). When individuals have a higher
level of positive reappraisal, abusive supervision is associated
with a lower level of cynicism (β = –0.168, p < 0.01). When
individuals have a lower level of positive reappraisal, simple
slopes demonstrate that abusive supervision is associated with
a higher level of cynicism (β = 0.369, p < 0.01). Hence, H2
is also supported.

Moreover, the findings suggest that cynicism is negatively
and significantly related to promotive voice (β = –0.201,

TABLE 3 Results of hierarchical moderated regression analyses for
positive reappraisal.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Age 0.050 0.042 0.049

Work experience –0.052 –0.042 –0.049

Gender 0.025 0.014 –0.019

Abusive supervision 0.079 0.735*

Positive reappraisal –0.452* 0.197

Ab. Supervision X Pos. Reappraisal. –0.195*

R2 0.002 0.253 0.323

Adjusted R2 –0.005 0.244 0.314

Change in R2 0.251 0.07

F 0.250 28.520 33.425

Dependent variable: Cynicism. *p < .01.

FIGURE 1

Moderating effect of positive reappraisal on the relationship
between abusive supervision and cynicism.

p < 0.01). Thus, H3 is also supported. Further, the findings
reveal that the link between cynicism and prohibitive voice
(β = –0.079, p > 0.05) is nonsignificant. Hence, H4 is not
empirically supported. To assess the mediating role of cynicism
on the link between abusive supervision and voice, we followed
the suggestions of Preacher and Hayes (2008) by using a
bootstrapping procedure. By extracting 1,000 bootstrapped
samples from the dataset based on random sampling with
replacement, 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (CIs) were
calculated. If the CI of an indirect effect did not include 0,

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics, average variance extracted (AVEs), correlations and internal consistency reliabilities.

Variables Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5

1 Abusive supervision 3.145 1.291 0.804 1

2 Positive reappraisal 2.885 1.388 0.844 –0.144** 1

3 Cynicism 3.218 1.299 0.816 0.150** –0.496** 1

4 Promotive voice 2.977 1.256 0.775 –0.114* 0.097* –0.184** 1

5 Prohibitive voice 3.078 1.289 0.795 –0.062 0.077 –0.076 –0.001 1

*P < 0.05 and **P < 0.01.
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mediation was assumed (Lichtenthaler and Fischbach, 2016).
Bootstrapping analysis indicates that cynicism mediates the link
between abusive supervision and promotive voice (β = –0.029,
p < 0.01; CI0.95 = –0.061, –0.036) and does not explain the link
between abusive supervision and prohibitive voice (β = –0.012,
p > 0.05; CI0.95 = –0.009, 0.002). Therefore, H5 is supported but
H6 is not supported.

Discussion

This study investigated the contingency role of positive
reappraisal on the link between abusive supervision and
cynicism; the relationships between cynicism and two forms
of voice, promotive and prohibitive; and the mediating effect
of cynicism on the link between abusive supervision and voice
(Table 4).

The findings revealed that positive reappraisal moderates
the link between abusive supervision and cynicism. In other
words, when supervisors are rude and abusive, individuals
who look for good in what occurs and who modify
their thoughts about negative experiences are less likely
to doubt the intentions of superiors by having a lower
level of cynicism. In contrast, when supervisors are abusive,
individuals who do not reinterpret negative situations and
experiences positively tend to be cynical. Hence, the higher the
positive reappraisal is, the weaker the relationships between
abusive supervision and cynicism will be. The lower the
positive reappraisal is, the stronger the link between abusive
supervision and cynicism.

Moreover, the results suggest that cynicism is negatively
related to promotive voice. That is, when individuals are
suspicious about the motives of superiors and do not trust them,
they are less likely to suggest recommendations on improving
their work unit/organization. Based on this finding, we could
confirm that cynical individuals tend to perceive that sharing
ideas to improve a work unit/organization might be futile and
does not result in any change in the organization because of
their doubts regarding the intentions and goals of superiors;
therefore, they prefer to refrain from expressing their work-
related concerns. This finding is consistent with the statement
of Wanous et al. (2000) who posited that cynics tend to
perceive that sharing work-related concerns is useless because it
cannot be heard by management. Contrary to our expectation,

the results indicate that there is no significant relationship
between cynicism and prohibitive voice. This nonsignificant
link between cynicism and prohibitive voice can be explained
in the following way. Some work-related problems that are
harmful to a unit/organization can also negatively impact
employees by reducing their work hours and salaries and
pose a threat to their careers. Hence, to protect themselves
from the undesirable outcomes of work-related problems, some
cynics can share work-related issues that may have a direct
impact on them without any fear and hesitation while other
members with cynicism may remain silent because of their
expectation of potential harm from superiors due to sharing
information rather than the direct impact of work-related
problems on their careers.

Further, the findings reveal that cynicism mediates the
relationship between abusive supervision and does not
explain the links between abusive supervision and prohibitive
voice. That is, when supervisor ridicule and are rude to
employees, individuals become cynic which eventually inhibit
their intention to share their concerns on improving the
organization’s/unit’s working procedure. Thus, we believe
that individuals suffering from abusive supervision do
not decide to refrain themselves on work related issues
overnight, rather they first lose their trust and become
cynic and eventually give up speaking up on work-related
issue because of their perception that speaking up does not
change the situation.

Theoretical implication

Our findings contribute to the literature in several ways.
First, previous studies (Abubakar et al., 2017; Aziz et al.,
2017) on abusive supervision reported that abusive supervision
fosters cynicism among the members of organizations. Our
study suggests that not all individuals working under abusive
supervision experience cynicism. Individuals who reinterpret
negative situations positively are less likely to become cynical
despite the abusive behavior of superiors. Hence, this study
enriches the abusive supervision literature by investigating the
boundary condition role of positive reappraisal on the link
between abusive supervision and cynicism.

Second, prior research (Seo et al., 2011) that examined
the association between cynicism and voice mainly

TABLE 4 Results of mediation analysis.

p value Standardized coefficient

Indirect effects

Abusive supervision → Cynicism → Promotive voice 0.001 –0.029*

Abusive supervision → Cynicism → Prohibitive voice 0.143 –0.012

*p < .01.
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focused on the unitary construct of voice rather than the
multidimensional construct.

We believe that evaluating the frequency of speaking
up is insufficient because voice behavior itself does
not express the motives of employees in voicing their
concerns. Hence, our study contributes to the literature by
providing a richer understanding of the form of voice that is
engendered by cynicism.

Third, despite the extensive study on abusive supervision
and employee voice, there was a lack of knowledge on why
individuals under abusive supervision refrain themselves from
information sharing. As mentioned earlier, prior research
reported fear and a perception of injustice as the mechanisms
that link abusive supervision and employee voice; however, we
believe that individuals do not generate a fear and a perception
of injustice and make up their mind to give up voicing overnight;
rather, they first assess the behaviors of supervisors and become
cynical by distrusting and doubting the plans and intentions
of superiors. Consequently, as the perception of speaking up
does not make any difference, individuals become reluctant to
share their work-related concerns on improving the workplace.
Thus, our study extends the literature by suggesting cynicism
as a crucial mechanism that explains the link between abusive
supervision and promotive voice.

Practical implications

The findings suggest that abusive supervision fosters
cynicism. We recommend that organizations give clear
guidelines to individuals about the punishment for defying
organizational policies and rules by using appropriate
punishment systems (Robinson and O’Leary-Kelly, 1998).
Using appropriate punishment systems can reduce the
misconduct and prohibited activities of superiors.

Moreover, to reduce cynicism, supervisors should develop
trustworthiness by establishing supportive and fair cultures
in organizations. Further, honest and open communication
between supervisors and employees also reduces cynicism
(Li and Chen, 2018) because when employees have open
communication with their superiors, they are more likely to
know the real intentions and goals of their supervisors, which
consequently reduces their doubt and disbelief.

Furthermore, supervisors should make individuals feel that
they play important roles in developing the organization.
Superiors can give this perception to employees by listening and
encouraging them to suggest new ideas that improve the work
environment and allow individuals to participate in decision-
making processes. By doing so, organizations can mitigate the
cynical perceptions of employees and foster employee voice
(Abubakar et al., 2017).

Furthermore, our study reveals that positive reappraisal
weakens the link between abusive supervision and cynicism.

Hence, we suggest that organizations offer training programs
that educate employees how to control their thoughts in critical
situations and increase their emotional intelligence.

Limitations and future research
directions

Despite the fact that our study extends the literature, it
also has several limitations that should be addressed by future
studies. First, our study investigates the associations between
cynicism and two forms of voice: promotive and prohibitive. We
recommend that future research consider other forms of voice,
such as acquiescent and prosocial voice, in investigating the links
between cynicism and employee voice.

Second, in this study, we used the age, gender and
work experience of individuals as control variables. Since
individuals’ cultural values can also influence their voice
behavior (Dedahanov et al., 2016b), we recommend that future
research investigate cultural factors as control variables. Third,
we conducted the study in one country, the Republic of
Korea; thus, the generalizability of the findings can be another
limitation. Therefore, to yield more generalizable results, this
type of research should be conducted in several countries.
Fourth, our study utilized a cross-sectional design that evaluates
the correlational mechanisms rather than the dynamic aspects
of the determinants of voice. Thus, we recommend that future
research utilize a longitudinal design.

Conclusion

This study examined the contingency role of positive
reappraisal on the association between abusive supervision and
cynicism; the link between cynicism and two types of voice
namely, promotive and prohibitive and the role of cynicism
in explaining the link between abusive supervision and voice.
Questionnaires collected from 427 respondents were analyzed
in this study. We used hierarchical regression analysis and
structural equation modeling to assess the validity of proposed
hypotheses. The results suggest that positive reappraisal
moderates the association between abusive supervision and
cynicism; cynicism mitigates promotive voice and explains
the link between abusive supervision and promotive voice.
Further, the findings suggest that the link between cynicism
and prohibitive voice is not significant and cynicism does
not play a mediating role between abusive supervision and
prohibitive voice. Our study extends the literature by providing
first empirical evidence on the contingency role of positive
reappraisal on the link between abusive supervision and
cynicism, the association between cynicism and promotive voice
and the mediating role of cynicism on the association between
abusive supervision and promotive voice.
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Background:Nurses working in the intensive care unit (ICU) clung tenaciously

to their job during the COVID-19 pandemic in spite of enduring stressed

psychological and physical e�ects as a result of providing nursing care for

the infected patients, which indicates that they possessed a high degree

of professionalism and career calling. The aim of this study was to explain

the associations between resilience, thriving at work, and ethical leadership

influencing the calling of ICU nurses.

Methods: From December 2020 to January 2021 during the COVID-

19 pandemic, a cross-sectional survey of 15 provinces in China was

conducted using an online questionnaire. A total of 340 ICU nurses (e�ective

response rate: 64.89%) completed su�cient responses to be used in the

study. Sociodemographic factors, job demographic factors, resilience, calling,

thriving at work, and ethical leadership were assessed using the questionnaire.

General linear modeling (GLM), hierarchical linear regression (HLR) analysis,

and generalized additive model (GAM) were performed to examine all the

considered research hypotheses.

Results: Resilience was positively and significantly associated with calling.

Moreover, thriving at work partially mediated the relationship between

resilience and calling. The indirect e�ect of resilience on calling was 0.204

(p < 0.0001), and the direct e�ect of resilience on calling through thriving

at work was 0.215 (p < 0.0001). The total e�ect of resilience on calling

was 0.419 (p < 0.0001). In addition, ethical leadership played a moderating

role in the relationship between resilience and calling (β = 0.16, p < 0.05).
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Conclusion: Greater resilience can positively predict increased calling among

Chinese ICU nurses during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, thriving at

work is a mechanism that partly transmits the positive e�ects of resilience on

calling. Overall, nurses possessing greater resilience tend to maintain thriving

at work in the face of such adversity, further resulting in subsequently increased

calling. Besides, findings suggest that there is stronger influence of resilience

on calling among nurses working in an organization managed by an ethical

leader. The current findings may o�er two insights for nursing practitioners

and policymakers in the postpandemic world. First, resilience training and

intervention are necessary to foster nurses’ sense of thriving at work in the

nursing industry, further promoting career calling. Second, better training and

e�ort on the development of ethical leadership for leaders in nursing practice

are essential to encourage followers to engage in social learning of ethical

behaviors and abiding by normatively appropriate conduct, further enacting

prosocial values and expressing moral emotions.

KEYWORDS

ICU nurse, resilience, calling, thriving atwork, ethical leadership, COVID-19 pandemic

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically affected medical

institutions and professionals, leading to unprecedented

pressure, which is challenging for the healthcare workforce,

especially the nurses (Daly, 2020). COVID-19 placed nurses in

the intensive care unit (ICU) at the forefront of battling this

pandemic. ICU nurses were enduring stressed psychological

and physical effects as a result of providing nursing care for the

infected patients in a challenging context (Gordon et al., 2021).

Despite suffering from a huge of stress, ICU nurses adhered

to strong commitment to care, indicating that they possess a

high degree of professionalism and career calling (Sperling,

2021). Even under the circumstances of the pandemic, nurses

persisted on own occupational values and still appreciate

worthwhile accomplishments, importance of professional

challenge, diversity and interest in the job, personal growth

and development, and independence in their practice, hinting

that existing a calling inspired nurses to devote themselves to

battling the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, living a calling had

a positive effect on frontline nurses’ performance through the

clinical and relational care they provided (Zhou and Asante,

2021), and its meaning and value were manifested during the

COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, facing crisis situations,

urgent external needs easily lead to trigger nurses’ career calling

due to spontaneous motivational responses of humans (Zhu

and Chen, 2021). The experience of a calling can lead a person

to feel called to do something that is meaningful, satisfying,

and worthwhile, thereby contributing to the construction

of a positive self-identity (Dalla Rosa et al., 2019), further

causing a series of positive consequences for individuals and

organizations. In fact, many nurses have presented with a

high degree of career calling and positive engagement in

defending the pandemic for the past 2 years. Moreover, there

are studies about the correlates and consequences of calling in

the field of organizational psychology, but relatively less about

its antecedents (Lysova et al., 2019) and the conditions and

mechanisms explaining why antecedents have positive and/or

negative effects on individual calling (Lysova et al., 2019),

especially in emergency situations. In general, there are several

gaps in understanding what drives nurses’ career calling. First,

despite these obvious antecedent variables of living a calling,

the relationship between individual psychological resilience

and calling lacks evidence. Second, we know less about the

mediating mechanisms of the relationship between resilience

and calling, leaving it unknown why individual psychological

resilience positively affects nurses’ career calling during a

challenging context. Third, there is a paucity of research on

boundary conditions of the relationship between resilience and

calling, especially in the nurse group. For sure, less research

has paid attention to concerning ICU nurses’ calling, and its

association with resilience, especially their mechanisms and

boundary conditions. Empirical research is needed to explain

what antecedents can influence nurses’ career calling and

what variables can play the mediating and moderating role in

relations between them.

Resilience is an individual enduring trait or characteristic

that can protect the wellbeing and mental health despite

exposure to physical and/or psychological burden. The tailored,

discipline-specific and sustainable resilience training for

healthcare professionals has been widely carried out in the

field of theory and practice. Nurses work under constant

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

302

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.847536
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Sun et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.847536

stressful situations, which place them at increased risk of

developing mental disorders, making resilience an essential

quality of their personality to manage occupational stress

and avoid job burnout. A resilient nurse potentially has

positive coping strategies and psychological resources at the

time of unprecedented pressure, suggesting that resilience is

likely to enhancing the level of career calling. Understanding

the relationship between resilience and calling and their

mechanisms and boundary conditions may provide an

insight into how they present interaction effects in a highly

stressed environment.

Thriving as the psychological state presents individuals with

experience both as a sense of vitality and learning. People who

are thriving experience growth and momentum marked by both

a sense of feeling energized and alive (vitality) and a sense

that they are continually improving and getting better at what

they do (learning) (Porath et al., 2012). Thriving nurses are less

susceptible to burnout and more likely to exhibit an active role

in developing a successful career calling, which is particularly

important given a challenging context caused by the COVID-

19 pandemic. Moreover, given the high degree of self-regulation

capacity facing stressful situations, a resilient nurse is more

likely to have a positive thriving experience, which potentially

contributes to enhancing the level of career calling. Therefore,

we speculate that thriving at work mediates the relationship

between resilience and calling.

Ethical leaders are characterized as honest, caring, and

principled individuals who used to make fair and balanced

decisions. Given that supervisors can do so by demonstrating

honesty, integrity, altruism, and other such traits through

their behaviors and actions (Anser et al., 2021), ethical leaders

are more likely to reinforce or enlarge the positive effect of

psychological attributes of subordinates. As the moral nurse

manager, the ethical leader ensures the implementation of

ethical standards through punishment and reward system

in the nursing team, holds nurses accountable, and makes

appropriate decisions to guard the interests and rights of

various stakeholders, such as nurses, clinical organization, and

society (Abdullah et al., 2019). Thus, we speculate that ethical

leadership can contribute to a positive boundary condition of

the relationship between resilience and calling, meaning that

incorporating ethical leadership into the framework linking

resilience and calling can enhance our understanding of the

leadership-based differential effects of individual enduring trait

or characteristic toward occupational attitude.

Together, this article leans on the conservation of resources

(COR) theoretical model that is developed by Stevan Hobfoll

to explain resilience and stress in organizational contexts

and presents an important explanatory system of individuals’

concomitant behavioral responses in stressful situations

(Hagger, 2015). In recent years, COR theory has been mostly

applied in the research of positive psychology and organizational

behavior. COR theory underscores the critical role of resource

possession, lack, loss, and gain and depicts personal, which

adheres to a basic premise underlying that is what humans are

motivated to protect their existing resources and acquire new

resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Thus, we proposed an architecture

based on the COR theory that aims at explaining how the

associations between resilience, thriving at work, and ethical

leadership influence the calling of ICU nurse (see Figure 1 for

the proposed model). This article is organized as follows. First,

a review of the literature on calling and resilience as well as

the outline of the hypotheses of the study will be introduced.

Second, thriving at work as a mediator, ethical leadership as a

moderator, and their relevant hypotheses will be clarified. Third,

the main part of the article will be discussed in rest of the article.

Theory and hypotheses

Calling

Calling has become an emerging concept for scholars in

research on career development and workplace wellbeing as

the exponentially increasing volume of published studies on

the topic indicates (Lysova et al., 2019). To date, scholars in

various disciplines have made various attempts to define calling

(Duffy and Dik, 2013). Broadly speaking, a “calling” refers to

a person’s missions by which she or he is called upon (by a

person’s own intrinsic motivation, by the social needs, by God,

by family legacy, by unknown power, etc.) to engage in a specific

occupation or the willingness to serve others (Dik et al., 2012),

which means one of the reasons for working, endeavor, and

life. Specifically, calling is most often considered as a highly

consuming and meaningful career or life that is used to help

others, advance the greater good, or influence the society in a

certain way, which is driven by a range of sources of the calling,

including some internal (e.g., one’s own value orientation,

interests, skills, fulfillment, and passions), some external (e.g.,

God, a higher power), and some that may fall in the overlap

of internal and external, such as a sense of destiny (e.g., what

one is meant to do). Considering different value orientation of

work, calling can be divided into three categories, namely, self-

oriented and other-oriented nature, and both self- and other-

oriented calling (Lysova et al., 2019). Overall, calling consists

of three components that—internal meaning/purpose, external

summon, and prosocial motivation (Duffy and Dik, 2013)—

originating from the bottom of an individual’s heart deeply, their

sense of meaning and purpose, and their conscientious response

to pursue value orientation of a career, respectively (Liu et al.,

2019).

Dozens of empirical studies revealed that a sense of career

calling has a positive association with the career outcomes and

organizational wellbeing (Duffy et al., 2011b). Studies in college

students indicated that higher levels of a calling contribute

to a series of positive outcomes, such as career self-efficacy
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FIGURE 1

Conceptual model.

(Dik et al., 2008), career hope and decidedness (Zhang et al.,

2015), vocational identity achievement (Hirschi and Herrmann,

2012), career preparation behavior (Shin et al., 2018), career

adaptability (Kim and Lee, 2016), professional competence (Guo

et al., 2014), academic satisfaction (Duffy et al., 2011a), life

meaning (Ryan et al., 2011), and reducing dropout (Vianello

et al., 2020). Similarly, existing research found that employees

living in a calling are prone to exhibit positive organizational

outcomes, including organizational commitment (Cao et al.,

2019), organization-directed citizenship behavior (Xie et al.,

2017), job satisfaction (Xie et al., 2017), work engagement (Xie

et al., 2016), psychological empowerment (Kang et al., 2021),

psychological wellbeing (Kang et al., 2021), safety performance

(Liu et al., 2019), and career success (Xie et al., 2016). Therefore,

the value of calling has been confirmed both for individuals

and organizations.

Resilience

Resilience is a hot topic discussed by scholars in various

disciplines; it holds similar definitions across the human, social,

psychological, and physical sciences (Daly, 2020). To date,

although numerous definitions of resilience abound in varied

contexts, scholars have not achieved a unified and mutual

recognition of an essential understanding of the concept (Sisto

et al., 2019). Generally, there are three types of perspectives

on defining complex construct of resilience, including a basic

attribute (a trait) that is utilized by individuals, a dynamic

process (a state) with bidirectional relations to positive and

negative factors, and a performance outcome (a function) when

challenged by one or more risks (Laird et al., 2019). From

the attribute-oriented perspective, resilience is regarded as an

individual enduring trait or characteristic that can protect

wellbeing and mental health despite exposure to physical

and/or psychological burden (Chmitorz et al., 2018). From the

perspective of dynamic process-oriented approach, resilience

represents a state of positive adaptation and development

(Kalisch et al., 2017) within the context of significant adversity,

tragedy, trauma, threats, or significant sources of stress (Luthar

et al., 2000). As an outcome-oriented understanding, resilience

refers to an interactive phenomenon that leads to a successful

outcome, demonstrating that some individuals adjust well by

showing a stable trajectory with healthy functioning against

stress and adversity (Rutter, 2013).

Accumulated evidence supports resilience as a significantly

positive factor that supports individual to sustain, regain, or

maintain their health, psychological wellbeing, and mental

health in the face of challenge (Ungar and Theron, 2020).

Literature has documented the importance of a positive outlook

in pursuing investments in resilience training and intervention

that pay off in the future. Studies found that resilience is

negatively associated with neuroticism (Campbell-Sills et al.,

2006) and positively related to extraversion (Campbell-Sills

et al., 2006) and conscientiousness (Campbell-Sills et al., 2006),

and significantly correlates with optimism, self-esteem, social

support (Mesarosova et al., 2014), engagement, motivation,

and self-compassion (Kotera et al., 2021). Greater resilience

contributes to better treatment response in depressed patients

(Min et al., 2012), has a positive impact on mental health

and functioning (van der Meulen et al., 2020), possesses a

protected strength toward post-traumatic stress, depression, and
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risk for suicidal ideation (Bryan et al., 2015). All in all, existing

studies support that resilience is a positive factor in preventing

vulnerability, promoting stable functioning, and maintaining

positive outcome by adjusting an individual’s internal and

external resources (Liu et al., 2020).

Association between resilience and
calling

Existing evidence supports that resilience training or

intervention is an essentially “positive psychology”—fostering

individuals to learn and develop from adversity, trauma, stress,

or failure rather than collapse (Mistretta et al., 2018). By

coping successfully with traumatic experiences, overcoming

the negative effects of risk exposure, or avoiding the negative

trajectories associated with risks (Wang et al., 2015), greater

resilience not only helps people bounce back from hardship and

trauma, but also counterbalances trauma exposures (Fiske et al.,

2020), which prevents harm to individual internal meaning,

further protecting the calling. A person with high resilience

potentially possesses more psychological energy and managing

skills (Brown et al., 2020) to enhance his/her professionalism

(George et al., 2021) toward own career despite being challenged

by various adversities, which can help the individual to maintain

career mission, further promoting calling. Moreover, resilience

contributes to the sustainable development of competence by

learning from failure in the professional fields, which causes

increased confidence in the workplace for a person, then

preventing the threat of calling (Xu et al., 2021).

In this study, ICU nurses committed themselves to positive

reflections on providing nursing care for patients with COVID-

19 virus and related their lived experience to the concept of

resilience (Thusini, 2020). An experience summarizing from

containing the COVID-19 pandemic suggests that nurses should

be encouraged to mediate acute stress via having a capacity

of resilience during the pandemic, which adjusts resources to

support ICU nurses to manage stress and promote wellbeing

(Thusini, 2020), further maintaining calling. COR theory

suggests that resilience is a significant protector under stressful

conditions; the latest study confirmed that psychological

resilience, which is an individual resource against difficulties,

represents a factor that reduces career anxieties of students in

the face of pandemic-related negative impacts (Üngüren and

Kaçmaz, 2022). A new study found that the engagement in

learning, clarity of professional identity, and social support

can predict students’ calling (Dalla Rosa et al., 2019). Medical

professionals combating an invisible enemy are at great personal

risk of suffering from financial stressors and burnout during

the pandemic. On the contrary, realistic lessons learned from

containing the COVID-19 pandemic have indicated that it is

needed to equip ICU nurses with positive coping strategies and

psychological resources at the time of unprecedented pressure

(Thusini, 2020). Previous finding suggests that the more one

is searching for his or her meaning in life and intentionally

engaging in self-improvement, the more likely she or he is to

later experience a calling (Bott and Duffy, 2014). By having

intolerance of uncertainty (Tang, 2019), resilience contributes

to the engagement in learning from challenging conditions

and the sense of achievement from opposing adversity, further

increasing the experience of the feeling of success, pride,

and meaning, final protecting calling. Thus, we suggested the

following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1. Resilience is positively related to calling

among intensive care unit nurses.

Thriving at work as a mediator

Thriving at work refers to a psychological state derived from

the joint experience of learning and vitality at work as a critical

psychological driver of individual growth and development

(Goh et al., 2021), which contributes to individual health and

developmental outcomes (Nawaz et al., 2020), indicating that

it is an important mechanism for understanding the human

dimension of sustainability facing the challenging situations

(Nawaz et al., 2020). A meta-analytic review verified that the

antecedents of thriving at work consist of unit contextual

features, agentic work behaviors, the resources produced at

work, and personality traits (Liu et al., 2021). An integrative

multilevel review of thriving at work summarizes that social and

demographic factors, individual differences, and organizational

factors all affect employee’s thriving (Goh et al., 2021). Moreover,

organizational practices, team characteristics, leadership, and

workplace relationships also are the influencing factors of

thriving at work (Goh et al., 2021). Being an integrated

state by a form of vitality and a sense of learning at work,

thriving at work is regarded as a positive psychology, which

contributes to both individual and organizational outcomes.

At the individual level, thriving at work is positively related

to positive health (Walumbwa et al., 2018), lower stress (Um-

e-Rubbab et al., 2021), reduced burnout (Hildenbrand et al.,

2018), and positive self-leadership (Abid et al., 2021). Moreover,

thriving at work has a positive relationship with collective

affective commitment (Walumbwa et al., 2018), career growth

(Um-e-Rubbab et al., 2021), career adaptability (Jiang, 2017),

creative behavior (Alikaj et al., 2021), voice behavior (Sheng

and Zhou, 2021), innovative behavior (Wang et al., 2019), life

satisfaction (Zhai et al., 2020), and so on. Meanwhile, thriving

at work as a mediator has been verified in various fields and

career groups. Numerous studies found that thriving at work

played a mediating role in a wide range of relations, such

as the relation of decent work and voice behavior (Sheng

and Zhou, 2021), workplace support and life satisfaction

(Zhai et al., 2020), proactive personality and creative behavior
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(Alikaj et al., 2021), servant leadership and innovative behavior

(Wang et al., 2019), positive personality traits and self-

leadership (Abid et al., 2021), proactive personality and

career adaptability (Jiang, 2017), workplace ostracism and

organizational citizenship behaviors toward customers (Han

and Hwang, 2021), workplace ostracism and career adaptability

(Han and Hwang, 2021), and psychological capital and

happiness at work (Basinska and Rozkwitalska, 2020).

Resilience is a dynamic progress of successful adaptability in

facing a difficult situation, which contributes to the ability to

cope well with adversity and change (McDonald et al., 2016).

A previous study indicated that thriving had a positive impact

on employability (Hennekam, 2017) and present stress (Um-e-

Rubbab et al., 2021), suggesting that it helps individuals to attain

success and wellbeing in their careers (Yang and Li, 2021). Thus,

a person with a high-level resilience is more likely to have a

greater self-efficacy and high sense of employability and post

competency through indirect promotion of thriving at work,

further contributing to greater calling. In general, according

to these reasons, we can conclude that thriving at work tends

to mediate the relationship between resilience and calling.

Therefore, we suggested the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. Thriving at work plays a partial mediator role

in the association between resilience and calling among intensive

care unit nurses.

Ethical leadership as a moderator

There are three views on the understanding of ethical

leadership. First, ethical leadership is the demonstration of

normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions

and interpersonal relationships, daily communication,

reinforcement, and decision-making (Demirtas and Akdogan,

2015). Second, ethical leadership is regarded as an identity

summarized by the comprehensive postures that contain a

leader’s behaviors, traits, and values, which means that ethical

leadership is derived from followers’ evaluation after comparing

normative expectations (Banks et al., 2021). Third, ethical

leadership is a series of signals of leaders, which is assessed by

followers during leaders’ conduct and performances (Banks

et al., 2021). Based on previous theories involving signaling

theory, stakeholder theory, attribution theory, social learning

theory, social identity theory, social exchange theory, and role

congruence theory, the features of ethical leadership could be

classified into seven categories as follows: morally appropriate

and useful leader behavior, ethical vision creation and sharing,

values-based leader behaviors (critique, care, and justice),

benevolence-oriented behaviors, and not causing harm (Banks

et al., 2021).

A review study suggests that ethical leaders are characterized

as honest, caring, and principled individuals who used to make

fair and balanced decisions (Brown and Treviño, 2006). For

these reasons, when the leader’s proactive efforts are to set ethical

signals, standards, and use rewards and punishments to see that

those standards are followed (Brown and Treviño, 2006), ethical

leaders contribute to affecting followers’ ethical and unethical

behaviors. Thus, ethical leadership tends to produce a series of

beneficial outcomes (Dust et al., 2018). At the individual level,

numerous studies found that ethical leadership had positively

related to reduced job stress and improved performance

quality (Schwepker and Dimitriou, 2021), inhibited workplace

bullying (Ahmad, 2018), increased professional caregivers’

wellbeing and patients’ perceptions of quality of care (Gillet

et al., 2018), and promoted employee success through raising

psychological empowerment and emotional exhaustion. In

the organizational dimension, evidence proved that ethical

leadership had a positive effective on the organizational

outcomes (Khan et al., 2019) and played a critical role in

promoting employee loyalty (Fan et al., 2021), rising corporate

social responsibility, firm reputation, and firm performance

(Nguyen et al., 2021), enhancing leader–member exchange

quality and creative process engagement (Nasser et al., 2021),

increasing organizational trust and organizational sustainable

development (Ilyas et al., 2020), enabling innovation through

technology (Lin et al., 2020), influencing employees’ perception

of the industrial relations climate (Jha and Singh, 2019),

determining service employees’ engagement in knowledge-

hiding behaviors (Abdullah et al., 2019), enhancing exploitative

and explorative learning simultaneously (Ali et al., 2022),

deducing purchasers’ unethical behavior (Ko et al., 2019), and

so on.

Ethical leadership can make a favorable external

environment for followers through providing ethical signals,

standards, and rule of rewards and punishments, which tend

to contribute to a positive ethical clime that is beneficial to

enhance stronger relationship between resilience and calling.

Besides, ethical leadership also is prone to help employee success

through promoting psychological empowerment and relieving

burnout (Dust et al., 2018). Meanwhile, individual resilience

effort contributes to a robust internal system with a positive

psychological energy for oneself to optimally “bounce back

from” chronic and long-term stressors (Thibodeaux, 2021).

To further clarify the sentence,we have been modified the

sentence. As you can easily imagine, once emerging interaction

between two factors, which is likely to cause the raising

sense of career success and loyalty, further arousing internal

meaning/purpose, external summon and prosocial motivation

those potentially lead to greater calling of staff. It indicats that

there is a possibility of existing the interaction effect between

ethical leadership and resilience on calling, and suggests that

the relationship between resilience and calling is likely to be

stronger. Moreover, existing literature also suggests that the

moderator role of ethical leadership often be found in many

relationship groups (Feng et al., 2019). Thus, we suggested the

following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 3. Ethical leadership plays a moderating role in

the association between resilience and calling among intensive

care unit nurses.

Fewer studies provide a clear insight into these complex

interrelationships among Chinese ICU nurses. Based on the

above review, this study aimed to fill the research gap by

analyzing the interrelationships between calling, resilience,

thriving at work, and ethical leadership among Chinese ICU

nurses using a national survey data and provide scientific

evidence. As illustrated in Figure 1, we proposed the following

hypotheses: (1) resilience is positively related to calling among

ICU nurses; (2) thriving at work plays a partial mediator role

in the association between resilience and calling among ICU

nurses; and (3) ethical leadership plays a moderating role in the

association between resilience and calling among ICU nurses.

Methods and materials

Procedure and participants

The study was conducted from 2 December 2020 to 28

January 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic. Both multistage

stratified sampling and convenience sampling methods were

used jointly to collect data in this study. In the first sampling

stage, Chinese mainland was divided into three regions

according to geographic location: eastern region, central region,

and western region of China. A total of 15 provinces were

selected in this study, containing 6 provinces from eastern

region, 4 provinces from central region, and 4 provinces

from western region, respectively. In the second sampling

stage, considering the convenience of inviting the coordinators,

two hospitals were addressed from each sampling province

suggested by the coordinators in this study. Approximately

20 ICU nurses of each hospital were invited to complete an

anonymous online questionnaire, requiring that the invited

nurses need to cover different demographic characteristics using

a convenience sampling where coordinators will choose their

sample from each hospital based solely on the convenience.

Ultimately, 524 nurses participated in this survey. Each selected

nurse was invited by the coordinator to click on a webpage

link (https://www.wenjuan.com/) to access a self-administered

questionnaire. Finally, 340 ICU nurses (effective response rate:

64.89%) provided sufficiently completed responses. For avoiding

response bias or non-response bias, we made an immediate

interview with a part of non-response nurses by coordinators,

realizing that there is no noticeable difference between response

sample and either ICU nurses or non-response group, and

leading non-response reason was their no immediate response

to our invitation.

In total, 524 nurses participated in this survey. Due to

incompleteness and false information, 184 questionnaires were

excluded, and finally, a total of 340 valid questionnaires were

included in the analysis after quality audit and data cleaning,

with an effective rate of 64.89%. Among the 340 eligible

participants,∼92%were female and 8%weremale. A total of 122

(35.88%) participants were from the eastern region, 77 (22.65%)

from central region, and 141 (41.47%) from western region of

China. A total of 259 (76.18%) had a bachelor’s degree; 236

(69.14%) had a junior title; and 229 (67.35%) were married.

Instruments

Measurement of resilience coping (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.858)

Brief Resilient Coping Scale (BRCS), developed by Sinclair

and Wallston (2004), a four-item measure, was used to assess

ICU nurse’ resilience coping capacity and skill to capture

tendencies to cope with stress in a highly adaptive manner. This

instrument also was extensively adopted during the COVID-

19 pandemic in the hospital industry (Sehsah et al., 2021). The

items have five optional responses format, where 1 = “does not

describe me at all,” 2= “does not describe me,” 3= “neutral,” 4=

“describes me,” and 5 = “it describes me very well.” The sample

item is “I look for creative ways to alter difficult situations.” A

higher score reflects a higher skill of resilience coping of nurses.

Measurement of calling (Cronbach’s alpha =

0.867)

Brief Calling scale (BCS) developed by Dik et al. (2012),

was used to measure ICU nurses’ career calling. This instrument

contains two subdimensions for assessing the presence of, and

search for, a calling, including four items. Responses were scored

on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all true of me) to

5 (totally true of me). The sample item is “I am searching for

my calling as it applies to my career.” A higher score presents a

higher career calling of nurses.

Measurement of thriving at work (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.834)

Thriving at work scale developed by Porath et al. (2012) was

used in this study to assess the two subdimensions of nurses’

thriving, containing 10 items. Responses were scored on a five-

point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly

agree). The sample item is “I am looking forward to each new

day.” Furthermore, according to a previous empirical study

on thriving at work, although it has two dimensions, scholars

usually calculate the average score for subsequent analysis (Yan

et al., 2021). A higher score indicates a higher thriving at work

of nurses.
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Measurement of ethical leadership (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.951)

A revised version of ethical leadership scale (Shu and Liang,

2015) developed by an original scale of Brown et al. (2005),

containing eight items, was used in this survey. Responses were

scored on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5

(strongly agree). The sample item is “Listens to what employees

have to say.” A higher score reflects a higher ethical leadership

style for subordinate nurses.

Statistical analysis

We used SPSS (version 20.0, IBM, Armonk, NY, USA)

for data cleaning and Cronbach’s α reliability coefficients

for each variable. The reliability and validity coefficient of

the questionnaire were 0.892 and 0.918, respectively, using

ICC formula. The descriptive statistics of all measures were

conducted in STATA (version 15.1, Stata Corp LLC, College

Station, TX, USA). General linear modeling (GLM) was

used to identify the association between resilience scores and

calling scores. Hierarchical linear regression (HLR) analysis was

performed to examine the relationship between variables and

moderating effect. Generalized additive model (GAM) was used

to smooth mediator effect on outcome. β-value and their 95%

confidence intervals (CIs) were calculated. All p-values were

two-sided, and p < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Quality control

The purpose and significance of this study were clarified

on the first page of the questionnaire. We monitored the

collecting progress of the survey every day by two authors.

After the deadline, we checked the accuracy of the data,

completeness of the data, and excluded the questionnaire if (a)

not within the range of this study, (b) taking <180 s (which was

confirmed as the minimum answering time in the preliminary

survey) to answer the questionnaire, or (c) there were logical

contradictions between the answers to the questionnaire. The

nature of cross-sectional survey exists in a likelihood of common

method variance (CMV) phenomenon, meaning that when the

data on independent variables (IVs) and dependent variables

(DVs) are self-reported by the same respondent, spurious

correlations could result because of the common method used

to collect the data, which cannot necessarily be attributed to the

underlying phenomenon being tested (Gorla et al., 2010). To

ensure that common variance method is eligible, we adopted

the anonymous survey for protecting anonymity and reducing

respondents’ speculation for the purpose of measurement and

rationalize the questionnaire design (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Moreover, we performed two tests as per Podsakoff’s suggestions

(Podsakoff et al., 2012). First, an exploratory factor analysis was

performed by entering all measurement items of this study;

the results indicated that the largest variance explained by an

individual factor was 43.82%, showing that neither a single

factor nor a general factor accounts for the majority of the

covariance in themeasures (Podsakoff et al., 2003), ensuring that

CMV is not a significant problem. Second, a confirmatory factor

analysis also was performed by modeling all measurement items

as the indicators of a single factor, and the results show a poor

fitness (Williams and Mcgonagle, 2016). CMV is assumed to be

substantial if the hypothesized model fits the data (Chang and

Zhu, 2007). Overall, the results of both tests indicate that CMV

is not a serious threat to our study.

Ethical approval

The Institutional Review Board of Harbin Medical

University approved this study. All subjects participated in

the survey voluntarily, and the information in the database

was completely deidentified. As the survey was anonymous,

it was impossible to obtain informed written consent due to

the nature of online survey. In this case, an informed consent

form was included at the beginning of the questionnaire to

provide a selection for the invited guests. Completing the

questionnaire was therefore considered “informed consent” for

participation in the survey. Confidentiality was maintained for

all information collected in the survey.

Results

Correlations among variables

The means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation

coefficients of the variables are presented in Table 1. As is

evident from the finding, all variables were significantly and

positively correlated with each other. Thriving at work had a

positive correlation with resilience (r = 0.589, p < 0.01) and

career calling (r = 0.565, p < 0.01). Ethical leadership also

had a positive correlation with resilience (r = 0.429, p < 0.01).

Additionally, resilience was closely related to career calling (r =

0.483, p < 0.01).

Association between resilience scores
and calling scores

The association between resilience scores and calling scores

from GLM analysis is reflected in Table 2. Compared to low-

resilience score group, high-resilience score group showed

a close connection with calling score (β = 0.562, 95% CI

0.424–0.701). After adjustment by sex, age, and marriage, ICU

nurses with a higher resilience score had more calling in this
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations (SDs), and correlations of continuous variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Resilience 3.957 0.620 1.000

2. Ethical leadership 4.006 0.731 0.429** 1.000

3. Thriving at work 3.900 0.559 0.589** 0.610** 1.000

4. Calling 3.865 0.702 0.483** 0.481** 0.565** 1.000

**p < 0.01, correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).

TABLE 2 Association between resilience score and calling score in the ICU nurses.

Resilience Non-adjusted model Model Ia Model IIb

β (95% CI LL, UL) p-value β (95% CI LL, UL) p-value β (95% CI LL, UL) p-value

Resilience score 0.548 (0.442, 0.654) <0.0001 0.559 (0.453, 0.664) <0.0001 0.546 (0.432, 0.659) <0.0001

Resilience group

Low groupRef 0 0 0

High group 0.562 (0.424,0.701) <0.0001 0.593 (0.454,0.732) <0.0001 0.582 (0.433,0.730) <0.0001

p-value for trend <0.0001

aAdjusted for sex, age, and marriage.
bAdjusted for sex, age, marriage, hospital level, education, title, position, and employment type.

survey (β = 0.593, 95% CI 0.454–0.732). Additionally, a high

resilience score was connected to calling score after adjusting

for other factors affecting calling in a multivariate model (β =

0.582, 95% CI 0.433–0.730). Overall, the resilience variable was

positively and significantly associated with career calling (p <

0.0001). The p-value for trend is <0.001. Thus, Hypothesis 1

is supported.

Thriving at work as a mediator in the
resilience–calling relationship

Hierarchical linear regression analysis was performed to

examine the relationship between resilience, calling, and

thriving at work after eliminating the effects of demographic

variables (sex, age, marriage, hospital level, education, title,

position, employment type). This study regarded “resilience” as

the independent variable, “thriving at work” as the mediator

variable, and “calling” as the dependent variable. GAM was

used to smooth mediator effect on outcome. Table 3 shows that

thriving at work played a mediating role between resilience

and calling. The indirect effect of resilience on calling was

found to be 0.204 (p < 0.0001), and the direct effect of

resilience on calling through thriving at work was found

to be 0.215 (p < 0.0001), indicating that Hypothesis 2 is

supported. The total effect of resilience on calling was 0.419

(p < 0.0001).

TABLE 3 Mediation analysis in generalized additive model (GAM).

Estimate 95% CI 95% CI p-value

lower upper

Total effect 0.419 0.340 0.498 <0.0001

Mediation effect 0.204 0.136 0.279 <0.0001

Direct effect 0.215 0.105 0.320 <0.0001

Proportion

mediated

0.487 0.317 0.699 <0.0001

Independent variable: resilience.

Dependent variable: calling.

Mediator variable: thriving at work.

Adjusting variables: sex, age, marriage, hospital level, education, title, position, and

employment type.

Ethical leadership as a moderator in the
resilience–calling relationship

Table 4 shows the results of the moderator test for resilience,

calling, and ethical leadership in the ICU nurses to provide

a breakthrough for the interpretation of the relationship

between resilience and calling. As shown in Table 4, the results

indicate that ethical leadership (β = 0.16, p < 0.05) played

a moderating role in the relationship between resilience and

calling, thereby suggesting that Hypothesis 3 is also supported.

Figure 2 illustrates the differential effects of ethical leadership on
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TABLE 4 Moderated regression analysis.

Model I Model II Model III

β (t) β (t) β (t)

Constant 3.87** 3.87** 3.83**

(115.78) (123.22) (113.30)

Resilience 0.55** 0.39** 0.38**

(10.15) (6.86) (6.75)

Ethical leadership 0.32** 0.32**

(6.77) (6.69)

Resilience*ethical leadership 0.16*

(2.37)

R2 0.23 0.33 0.34

adjusted R2 0.23 0.32 0.33

F 103.08 81.28 56.81

p= 0.00 p= 0.00 p= 0.00

1R2 0.23 0.09 0.01

1F 103.08 45.82 5.63

p= 0.00 p= 0.00 p= 0.018

**p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

the relationship between resilience and calling. Finally, all three

hypotheses have been confirmed (see Figure 3).

Discussion

Three hypotheses have been supported by empirical

evidence of this study, respectively. The results illustrate that

resilience was positively and significantly associated to calling.

Furthermore, results emphasize the partial mediating role of

thriving at work and the moderating role of ethical leadership

in the relationship between resilience and calling. Specific

discussions are exhibited as follows.

Positive influence of resilience on calling
among ICU nurses

The present finding confirms that resilience has a positive

association with calling of ICU nurses, which is consistent

with the previous finding that further suggests that resilience

among residents emerged as rooted in their calling to the work

of medicine. In fact, the meaning and function of resilience

have been widely addressed and discussed among the health

professionals. The latest national survey among physicians

and US workers found that higher resilience has a significant

association with a lower risk of burnout, which was consistent

with the outcomes of another latest study. Taken together, higher

resilience tends to promote psychological wellbeing (Thusini,

2020), career identity, and success (Yang and Li, 2021), through

reducing stress and burnout, final contributing to a positive

career calling.

A systematic review regarding nurses’ resilience proved

that greater resilience was positively related to increased job

resources (job satisfaction, coping skills, social support, job

retention, self-efficacy, and general wellbeing) and negatively

associated with job demands (stress, stress disorder, burnout,

workplace bullying, and post-traumatic). This study further

suggested that resilience training interventions and can

proactively help nurses identify or overcome potential problems,

thus cultivating job resources and ultimately promoting personal

and professional development. Based on such findings, we

can conclude that a resilient nurse is more likely to obtain

internal meaning/purpose, external summon, and prosocial

motivation (Duffy and Dik, 2013), further promoting their

calling toward nursing career. Moreover, a resilient nurse cannot

easily exhibit withdrawal behavior after suffering from dilemma,

which contributes to solid career calling.

In fact, many studies also focused on the resilience of the

health professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic, which

suggested that resilience has a significant value in protecting

health professionals. More importantly, the facing challenges

and stressors of stress caused by the COVID-19 pandemic had

become an adversity for Chinese ICU nurses, which potentially

contributes to greater threats toward their career calling and

professionalism. In this case, a resilient nurse has an advantage

in adjusting well by showing a stable trajectory with healthy

functioning against stress and adversity (Rutter, 2013), thereby

protecting their career calling instead of collapse.

Besides, this finding contributes to insight for management

practice, that is, essential measures such as positive

organizational or environmental factors, leisure activities,

social support, and overcoming previous adversity and

interventions should be considered in the healthcare workplace

to improve resilience of health professionals and career calling

(McKinley et al., 2019).

Partial mediating role of thriving at work
in the resilience–calling relationship
among ICU nurses

Result indicates that thriving at work played the partial

mediating role in the relationship between resilience and

calling. A similar study found that thriving at work mediated

the relationship between proactive personality and career

adaptability (Jiang, 2017), suggesting that thriving at work

is a mechanism that partly transmits the positive effects of

personality or psychological traits on career outcome. Hence,

our finding also illustrates that thriving at work is a critical

mediating mechanism in the resilience–calling relationship.

A previous study showed that resilient qualities enable high
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FIGURE 2

Moderating e�ect diagram of ethical leadership.

FIGURE 3

Final model.

achievers to thrive and perform at extraordinary levels,

explaining that greater resilience contributes to the positive

and proactive personality, experience and learning, sense of

control, flexibility and adaptability, balance and perspective,

and perceived social support (Sarkar and Fletcher, 2014), which

further inspire a state of thriving at work, then raising career

calling. It is well known that resilience is one of the important

dimensions of psychological capital. A recent study found that

psychological capital had a positive and significant relationship

with strengthening learning (Geremias et al., 2020), indicating
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that resilience is more likely to be associated with learning

capacity that is an important composition for individual thriving

at work. Moreover, the latest study suggested that resilience

seems to be effective for learners as it deals with the capability

to effectively manage difficulties in the past and present time in

the learning process (Wang and Liu, 2022). Besides, a resilient

nurse tends to sustain the threat of adversity, leading to prevent

the loss of psychological resources. Because greater resources can

help nurses more likely to accelerate thriving at work, which

plays a transmitting mechanism further increasing degree of

psychological attachment (Zhang et al., 2021), ultimate resulting

in a high degree of career calling.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, ICU nurses put all

energies and time into their work, which exhibited a state

of thriving at work. Resilient qualities contribute to support

ICU nurses to manage stress and promote wellbeing (Thusini,

2020) in facing dilemma and threat circumstances, resulting in

maintaining calling. In contrast, Chinese health professionals

received high praise from all kinds of media and public due

to their unyielding bravery in the battle against the COVID-19

pandemic. In this case, a resilient ICU nurse is more likely to

devote to thriving at work due to positive adaptability in the

face of the COVID-19 pandemic and disasters, through raising

a sense of success and wellbeing in their careers (Yang and Li,

2021), thereby resulting in sustaining career calling.

Moderating role of ethical leadership in
the resilience–calling relationship among
ICU nurses

This study also identifies that ethical leadership moderated

the relationship between resilience and calling. Specifically, the

impact of resilience on calling will be stronger in the nursing

team with a high-level ethical leadership than those in a low-

level ethical leadership. Existing literature suggests that the

moderator role of ethical leadership is found in many group

relationships (Feng et al., 2019). However, few studies focused on

themoderating role of ethical leadership in the resilience–calling

relationship. The findings of this study indicate that resilience

as individual qualities and traits tends to exhibit an interaction

with ethical leadership. An ethical leader used to present honest,

caring, and principled features (Brown and Treviño, 2006) that

contribute to the development of organizational culture with

ethical climate that tends to be regarded as COR for nurses, thus

elevating the influence of resilience on career calling. Thus, the

relationship between resilience and career calling is more likely

to be stronger in a positive team climate derived from an ethical

leader. When a nurse leader makes proactive efforts to exhibit

ethical signals, standards, and use rewards and punishments to

see that those standards are followed (Brown and Treviño, 2006),

ethical nurse leaders can affect nurses’ ethical and unethical

behavior more likely to be shaped, further promoting the greater

influence of resilience on career calling because of the ethical

leader’s influence. Besides, leadership style is a critical element

for fostering organizational climate due to the tendency of

cultural values of collectivism in China. Culture has an influence

on nurses’ understanding and explanation of professional values

(Pang et al., 2009). Thus, nurse’s organizational behavior will be

deeply affected by organizational climate and culture through

special leadership style after a long-term interaction with leader

subordinates. More importantly, Chinese nurses used to pay

much attention to leader’s personal integrity (Yi) and human

connectedness (Ren) and the lowest in moral discipline (Li)

that all are ethical standards belonging to Chinese cultural

values (Chang, 2008), in which an ethical climate is more

prone to contribute to a positive consequence that a resilient

nurse maintains greater calling. Given that fostering ethical

climate needs a long time, the behavioral expression of ICU

nurses during emergency situation (e.g., COVID-19 period)

could be shaped in routine nursing work, which indicates

that professional training and intervention regarding fostering

ethical leadership for nurse leaders in nursing practice is

essential for preventing and handling emergencies in the future.

Theoretical and practical implications

This study contributes to some of the theoretical and

practical implications to promote career calling for nurses,

especially in the public health emergencies. Theoretically, this

study enhances understanding of the relations among resilience,

calling, thriving at work, and ethical leadership. Especially,

degree-level resilience is related to increased calling, and

thriving at work is a mechanism that partly transmits the

positive effects of resilience on calling. Moreover, ethical

leadership played a moderating role in the relationship

between resilience and calling. Practically, the findings of

this study suggest that individual character factor, individual

working status, and leadership style are all influential in

promoting career calling for nurses. An integrated interventions

program should be considered to maintain the high level of

career calling for nurses, including psychological resilience

intervention, and training of sense of thriving at work and

development of ethical leadership. Furthermore, investment in

nurses’ psychological factor, thriving, and ethical leadership is

conducive to the formation of the long-term development of the

healthcare organization.

Limitation

This study contributed to a number of valuable discoveries.

Nevertheless, several limitations must be considered. First, data

were collected using an online survey through a self-report
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method, which is likely to produce response bias due to the

negative effect or social desirability; therefore, a widely used

measuring way should be adopted in the future. Second, the

non-random sampling method potentially causes sample bias,

which might affect the study results. Third is the cross-sectional

nature of the variables; ultimately, these results could not be

regarded as describing a causal relationship, suggesting that one

important direction for future research involves longitudinal

studies. Therefore, these limitations need to be addressed in

future research in different countries and different cultures.

Besides, we did not intentionally collect special variables about

work environment and behavioral changes during the COVID-

19 pandemic. This study was conducted only in the context of

COVID-19 pandemic, suggesting that a specific factor caused by

or related to the COVID-19 pandemic should be considered and

included in the survey in future research.

Conclusion

The results indicated that greater resilience can positively

predict increased calling among Chinese ICU nurses during

the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, thriving at work is

a mechanism that partly transmits the positive effects of

resilience on calling. Specifically, nurses who possessed

greater resilience tended to maintain thriving at work in

the face of such adversity, which subsequently increased

own calling. Besides, the results also found that ethical

leadership played a moderating role in the relationship between

resilience and calling, suggesting that there is a stronger

influence of resilience on calling among nurses working in

an organization under management by an ethical leader. This

study contributes to two suggestions through conducting

this empirical investigation. First, resilience training and

intervention are necessary to foster nurses’ sense of thriving

at work in the nursing industry, further promoting career

calling. Second, better training and effort on the development

of ethical leadership for leaders in nursing practice are

essential to encourage followers to engage in social learning

of ethical behaviors and abiding by normatively appropriate

conduct, further enacting prosocial values and expressing

moral emotions.
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This study aims to explore the role of principals in school culture so as to

produce an ideal conceptual framework for principals in improving school

quality. The method used in this research is qualitative with a case study

approach. The research was conducted in MAN 2, Sragen, andMAN 2, Boyolali,

Indonesia. The data analysis procedure used is Miles and Huberman with four

procedures. Data analysis was carried out with the help of ATLAS.ti software

version 8. Validity was carried out using data triangulation. The results of this

study illustrate that the principal’s role in school culture to improve school

quality consists of role sets, attitudes and actions, personality characteristics,

and control. The recommendations from this study are meant for principals at

primary and secondary levels to help them improve the quality of their schools

and create certain characteristics that are unique and superior compared to

other schools.

KEYWORDS

principal’s, school culture, quality improvement, role, framework

Introduction

The quality of education results in the creation of corresponding quality in human

resources; however, the quality of education is determined by the quality of teachers

providing learning in schools. And the quality of a good teacher is certainly influenced

by a principal who has good skills and competencies that nurture a quality learning

environment. Therefore, from the perspective of human resources in education, it

is always important to invest in improving the competencies of school principals

(Mahmudah, 2016). This gives meaning to improving the quality of education, where the

principal can provide the necessary direction and put in efforts to actualize the quality

of education.

In this context, the principal’s strategic vision is important in identifying supporting

factors in the implementation of programs carried out to increase the self-awareness of

school residents (Sholekah and Mahmudah, 2020). The basic strategy that needs to be

carried out by school principals is to understand teachers, employees, and students, and

serve as role models. Self-awareness and inspiration (by setting an example) will be the
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first step toward the development of the right attitudes in

teachers that can ultimately improve the quality of education.

Therefore, by adopting a special strategy, the principal will be

able to create and develop school culture. The characteristics

of the school culture shaped by the principal will eventually

increase the quality of the school.

School culture is formed from the experiences of teachers

and staff at the school. Each school is built with a unique

culture compared to other schools by adopting certain beliefs,

values, and norms that are formed from patterns of thought

and behavior. School leadership affects the smooth and efficient

functioning of the school and contributes to the emergence of

the school culture within an effective educational institution

(Stergios et al., 2017). The teachers’ job satisfaction partially

mediates the impact of school culture on school effectiveness

(Duan et al., 2018). There is a positive correlation between

school culture and the role of the principal according to

teachers’ perceptions (Abdullah and Arokiasamy, 2016), and

school culture, in relation to the dynamics of work improvement

(Nehez and Blossing, 2020). The school’s principal and school

culture have a significant effect on teachers’ job satisfaction

either partially or simultaneously (Mukhtar and Rusmini, 2017).

Existing studies related to the principal’s leadership in

shaping school culture, such as those shared above, are different

from our research. In this study, we aim to create a conceptual

framework of the principal’s role in shaping school culture.

Previous research was limited just to describing and looking for

correlations. This research, on the other hand, aims to provide

a conceptual framework that can be used as a template to

develop school culture for school principals. The purpose of this

research, therefore, is to create a conceptual frameworkmodel of

the principal’s role in school culture.

The role of culture in improving school
quality

The role of school culture in improving school quality is

determined by the extent to which the orientation of school

culture values effectively impacts improving school quality

(Figure 1). The existence of values that make up the culture of

any school (beliefs, values, norms) emerges at the same time the

school is founded (Zamroni, 2016). The role of school culture is

to serve as a driving force behind the school’s high achievements

(Deal and Peterson, 2016) and shape how students think

(Muhsin et al., 2020), behave, and act. School culture is the values

and goals that firmly hold students together (Garmston and

Wellman, 2013), inducing cooperation and mutual assistance

among school residents (Chalkiadaki and Tomás-folch, 2020),

encouraging them to plan together for the future (Abdulahi,

2020), and work collaboratively to solve problems.

This description illustrates the importance of continuously

shaping beliefs, values, norms, patterns of attitudes, and

behavior toward all aspects of the input and learning process

which ultimately have an impact on school quality (output

and outcome).

The role of school culture is determined by the extent to

which it effectively influences all components related to the

learning process (input factor) (Mahmudah and Putra, 2021),

in addition to factors that have an impact on the expected

final results (outputs and outcomes) and how the principal

manages the school culture. Aspects that are directly involved

in the learning process, namely students, teachers, teaching

materials, and learning methods are the main elements. The

learning process has characteristics that are closely related

to social, economic, and cultural backgrounds. Teachers also

bring in their own characteristics that are impacted by their

economic, social, and cultural backgrounds. However, the choice

of teaching methods used by the teacher may not necessarily be

in accordance with the background of each student.

Methodology

Research design

This study adopted qualitative research using a case

study approach. Case studies aim to explore and investigate

contemporary real-life phenomena through context analysis of

limited individual conditions or events and the relationship

between them (Bazeley, 2013). The phenomenon in the

case study could be a program, event, or activity, either

at the level of an individual, a group of people, or an

organization (Freeman, 2017). In this case study, we adopted

the instrumental case study type, which is a special case study

that is undertaken to provide an in-depth understanding of a

problem (issue) or to improve an existing theory (Auerbach

and Silverstein, 2003). We analyzed in depth the case regarding

the role of the principal in school culture, carefully examining

the context and the activities to understand the impact of

external interest.

Research setting

In this study, we explored the role of school culture

in the development and improvement of school quality in

two schools in Indonesia–Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN)

2, Boyolali, and Madrasah Aliyah Negeri (MAN) 2, Sragen.

We also explored the role of the principals in managing

school culture. The results of the National Examination average

for the academic years 2014/2015 to 2018/2019 of MAN 2

Boyolali and MAN 2 Sragen in the Science, Social Sciences,

and Religion programs were taken to assess progress. The
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FIGURE 1

The role of school culture value orientation in improving quality. Source: Compiled by the author.

FIGURE 2

Research data analysis procedure.

results of the National Examination for the 4 years for MAN

2 Sragen were lower than MAN 2 Boyolali. Both madrasas

had similar potential with almost the same number of students

with educational facilities and infrastructure that were not

much different. The results of the National Examination

average between the two schools were examined in depth

from the perspective of managing school culture in each of

these schools.

Research subject

The research subject is a social institution that was examined

in depth to understand “what happens in it” in a social situation

(Kamberelis and Dimitriadis, 2005). The subjects of this study

consisted of the principal and various selected resource persons.

Therefore, the research subject was selected using the purposive

sampling technique, which is a sampling technique with certain
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considerations (Kouritizin et al., 2009). We selected the sample

considering the following criteria: (a) founders, as people who

had laid the value system at the beginning when starting the

school (b) key figures, namely those who could be considered

“actors” of the culture in the school (c) leaders and communities

who have hopes and aspirations for the future of the school

community (d) principals as managers and creators of school

culture (e) vice principals as confidants of madrasah principals

and spearheads of the principal’s policy response (f) teachers

as the main actors in improving the quality of learning (g)

administration, and (h) students as objects and subjects of

the school.

Analysis of data

For analyzing the data in this study, we photographed the

various aspects relating to the principal’s role in school culture.

We then grouped these photographs based on categories, sorting

them into units, synthesizing their relevance, arranging them

into patterns, and choosing which ones are important and what

will be studied. We then concluded the dimensions of school

culture from the images and finally assessed the influencing

role of madrasa culture on the quality of the schools, and also

explored how the process of the influencing happened in MAN

2 Boyolali andMAN 2 Sragen.We could then arrive at the causes

of the low quality of schools at MAN 2 Sragen as well as the

causes of improving the quality of education at MAN 2 Boyolali

by reviewing the culture of each school.

The data analysis procedure used was Miles and Huberman

(1994). This analysis procedure consists of four steps, namely

data collection, data reduction, data presentation, and drawing

conclusions. The data analysis process used was ATLAS.ti

software version 8.3. The research procedures used can be seen

in Figure 2.

• Data collection: the process of collecting data in this study

was carried out by interviews and documentation to reveal

the meanings contained in the cultural processes and

practices inMAN 2 Sragen andMAN 2 Boyolali, Indonesia.

This data collection was done to collect information by

the guidelines that were made. After data collection, the

next step was to transcribe the results of the data collected.

The interviews were transcribed from the audio recordings

of what was conveyed by the participants during the

interview. Additionally, observations during the interviews

were documented to be used as additional/supporting data.

• Data reduction: the next step was to select relevant data

from the transcripts. The data reduction was done using

ATLAS.ti version 8 and making codes from the existing

datum. The reason for using analytical tools was to help us

in the process of reducing and making concept maps. This

was done by studies that show that the data analysis process

will be easier and more accurate by using analytical tools

such as the ATLAS.ti (Mahmudah, 2021).

• Presentation of data: the concept maps prepared at the

data reduction stage were then presented in the form of

tables and output images to provide an overview of the

results of data analysis. This can be seen in the results

section of this paper. The concept maps were also discussed

using the latest theory and developing theories related to

school culture, schools that have decreased in quality and

in schools that have improved in quality.

• Drawing conclusions: the last process of the Miles

and Huberman data analysis is drawing conclusions,

where we conclude our research with suggestions and

recommendations to different stakeholders involved in

the process of developing school culture and improving

school quality.

Results

This section presents the results of field data collection

consisting of interviews and documentation in two schools,

namely MAN 2 Boyolali and MAN 2 Sragen. The data analysis

which was undertaken objectively using ATLAS.ti software is

also presented without providing any theoretical interpretation.

The information described in this subsection is discussed

in greater detail in the discussion section to gain a deeper

understanding of the role of school culture from the point of

view of the theories and concepts used in this study.

Every activity in the madrasah plays an important part in

the development of both human resources and the quality of

the madrasah. This is the basis for establishing a school culture

and climate that is comfortable for all madrasah residents. The

madrasa culture is an environment that supports and realizes

both the achievement of the vision, mission, and goals and

the decline in the quality of education. Based on the results of

interviews conducted with several participants, the following is

the preparation of the code of values contained in the culture

and environment at MAN 2 Boyolali:

The cultural and environmental values of MAN 2

Boyolali can be understood through various statements by

the participants (Figure 3). The cultural values obtained

from these statements are “hard work,” “democratic,”

“realistic,” “trust,” and “fairness” formulated from participant

statements R1-1; “social harmony” formulated from

participant statements R3-1; “togetherness,” “efficient,”

“effectiveness,” “providing reward,” “comfort,” “communicative,”

“openness,” “personal development,” “personal relevance,”

“self-esteem,” and “generosity” formulated from participant

statements R4-1; “trust” and “peace” formulated from

participant statements R5-1; and “empathy,” “facilitating,”

“appreciating the struggle,” “respecting each other,” “work
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FIGURE 3

(Continued)
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FIGURE 3

Values in the culture and environment of MAN 2 boyolali.

FIGURE 4

Values on culture and environment of MAN 2 sragen.
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FIGURE 5

(Continued)
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FIGURE 5
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FIGURE 5

Values on the principal’s role.

same,” “attention,” and “respect” formulated from participant

statement R7-1.

The process of compiling the codes and values contained

in the field of culture and environment at MAN 2 Sragen is

as follows:

The cultural values contained in the participant statements

that have been formulated are “happiness,” “interpersonal

relations,” “support,” “firmness,” “attention,” “deliberation,” and

“communication” from participant statement R10-1; “balance”

from participant statement R11-1; “depression” from participant

statement R13-1; and “discomfort” from participant statement

R16–1. The cultural value code from the participant statements

of R10-1 was the same as the code formulated from participant

statements R14-1 and R15-1 (Figure 4).
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FIGURE 6

Results of qualitative research data analysis of the role of school principals in school culture. Source: Atlas.ti software.

The actualization of a school that has a comfortable

learning environment and improved quality where all its visions,

missions, and goals are on track, cannot be separated from

the role of the principal. The principal becomes the basis for

school management through the values that are exemplified,

implemented, and realized. Based on research data, the following

codes were developed for the principal’s role value:

The cultural values that are formulated and contained

in the value of the role of the principal were described

through various participant statements (Figure 5). These were

“discipline,” “caring,” “comfort,” “social harmony,” “friendly,”

and “hard work” formulated from participant statements

R1-1; “polite,” “attitude,” “confession,” “religious,” “happiness,”

“family,” and “attention” formulated from participant statement

R3-1; “curious,” “performance effectiveness,” “freedom,”

“communicative,” “habituation,” and “respect” formulated from

participant statement R4-1; “giving reward,” “famous,” and

“informative” from participant statement R5-1; “enthusiastic,”

“cooperation,” “work ethic,” “responsibility,” “togetherness,”

“facilitation,” “appreciate the struggle,” “mutual respect,”

“respect,” “doubt-doubt,” “gratitude,” “spiritualism,” and

“persistence” formulated from participant statement R7-

1; “democratic” and “belief ” formulated from participant

statement R8-1; “beauty,” “sensitivity,” and “indifferent”

participant statement R10-1; “generosity” from participant

statement R11-1, “inspirational” from participant statement

n R12-1, “openness” from participant statement R13-1,

“exemplary” from participant statement R14-1; “honesty” from
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TABLE 1 Codes for the principal’s role in managing culture.

Code Grounded Code Grounded

Giving directions 3 Open 8

Giving appreciation 2 Tolerance 1

Giving punishment 7 Academic support 6

Giving rewards 13 Cooperate 14

Inspire 2 Decision maker 3

Establishing communication 14 Facilitator 5

Democratic 7 Mediator 3

Interpersonal relations 12 Motivator 2

Interaction 4 Problem solver 1

Togetherness 7 Professional 6

kinship 6 Emotional environment 1

Concern 1 Social harmony 4

Trust 3 Flexible 1

Communicative 5 Conflict management 14

Cooperative 1

Responsibility 17

Example 5

Tolerance 1

participant statement R15-1; “love of career,” “compassion,”

“arrogant,” “integrity,” “support,” “empathy,” “sustainability,”

“knowledge,” and “concentration” formulated from participant

statement R16-1; and “historic preservation” and “attitude

habituation” formulated from participant statement R17-1.

Based on data analysis using Atlas.ti, 32 codes were created

in response to the role of the principal in managing school

culture and were taken from different participant interview

transcripts (Figure 6). The codes were used as a basis for making

categorizations in a school culture that have an impact on

improving school quality.

Based on the color-coded arrangement of the codes in

Table 1, the next step was to make a concept map from the

research on the role of the principal in school culture (Figure 7).

Discussion

Principals are very important to build a positive and

professional school culture and learning environment. The

principal’s day-to-day work and values-driven behavior form a

set of positive underlying norms, values, and beliefs that drive

learning. The success of the school begins with a principal who

can play their function well. Without leadership and effective

management of the principal, the school will flounder. This is

not to say that the principal does everything, but the principal’s

actions and the connection that the principal forms with others

(teachers, staff, parents, and students) make it possible to teach

and learn in influential social institutions, namely schools. The

role of school principals in improving the quality of education

during COVID-19 indicated that principals played their role as

managers and were able to prioritize the needs of teachers and

education personnel along with HR development (Adhiim and

Mahmudah, 2021).

The role of the principal in shaping school culture is

certainly needed and adapted to the characteristics of the school.

The functioning, wellbeing, and personal characteristics of the

principal, structural and cultural characteristics of the school,

and organizational context were examined in our study (Engels

et al., 2008). Principals ideally have qualified competencies to

initiate actions and build skills that can support the school

development process (Cahyono et al., 2021). School principals

are expected to have knowledge, a caring disposition, and

demonstrate performance (Isik and Ziyanak, 2018). The most

important thing for school development is that the principal

can collaborate to improve quality through joint programs that

are prepared with various other institutions and individuals

(Mahmudah et al., 2022). Likewise, implement decisions that

uphold school culture and do not abandon cultural norms or

values. Principals should strive to make decisions that create a

positive culture (Dinsdale, 2017). Various approaches to the role

of school principals need to be improved. Positive school culture

is an underlying reason why the other contributing components

of successful schools can flourish. For example, a principal

seeking ways to increase reading comprehension consults with

experienced teachers for their suggestions (Habegger, 2008).

Based on data analysis and findings from this study, the

principal’s role in school culture includes several things, namely
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FIGURE 7

Conceptual framework of the principal’s role in school culture. Source: Visualization of research findings compiled by the author.

attitudes and actions, personality characteristics, role sets, and

control. The findings of this study are fundamental for principals

in developing schools to improve quality and bring schools

forward in facing global challenges. The findings of this study

can also be applied by other school principals to support a

quality education process. Principals who do not have provisions

in implementing their functions will be unable to develop the

quality of education in schools, and equally unable to shape

school culture according to their characteristics.

Conclusion

The role of the principal in school culture still needs to

be improved. This is evidenced by the results of research

findings which state that the role of school principals requires

an increase in school capacity and competence. Based on

the results of research that has been done on the role of

principals in school culture, this study identified 32 codes from

179 quotations. The codes were then categorized according

to the meaning of the principal’s role, namely as many as

four categories of findings which include attitudes and actions,

personality characteristics, role sets, and controls. The role of

the principal is the basis and the right foundation for the

success and failure of school culture. That is, the role of

the principal in the findings of this study is very supportive

for school and school residents, of course, in achieving the

expected goals and in self-development to improve the quality

of education.

Recommendations

Recommendations from this research are addressed to

all school members who have a responsibility to develop

school culture to realize quality education. Schools that are

successful in building and providing a good culture will

attain high learning achievements. Subsequent research

should verify the data findings through qualitative research

hypothetical model and model testing. To produce research

work that covers all existing and comprehensive methods

in understanding school culture in order to improve

school quality.
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Limitations

This study has limitations related to the role of principals

explored which cannot be generalized to all principals. The

role of the principal in this research was limited to creating a

conceptual framework. So it requires more in-depth research to

be able to verify the results of this study.
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This paper presents a mediation–moderated model of the relationship

between psychological empowerment, work engagement, age, and task

performance. I seek to provide a more nuanced understanding of the

mediating role of work engagement in the positive effect of psychological

empowerment on task performance. Further, I explore employee age as

a moderating factor in this mediation. I used online surveys among a

sample of Latin American textile industry employees to capture individual

perceptions about psychological empowerment, work engagement, and

task performance. I modeled a mediation–moderated model using Hayes’

Process macro. The results confirm that the positive impact of employee

psychological empowerment on task performance is partially mediated

by work engagement. In addition, age was a significant moderator of

the mediation effect. This study expands knowledge about how the

psychological empowerment–work engagement relationship can predict

task performance, including age as a boundary condition. Following

the Job Demands–Resources theory, I also prove that conceptualizing

psychological empowerment as a personal resource can benefit the

integration of psychological empowerment and the work engagement stream

of research. Moreover, the findings may help human resources management

(HRM) researchers and practitioners acknowledge contextual differences in

understanding the combined effects of psychological empowerment and

work engagement. For instance, textile industry human resources managers

can develop specific age–based human resource systems that empower and

engages employees from emerging economies.
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Introduction

In organizational psychology and human resources
management (HRM), there has been a growing interest in
studying the antecedents of task performance. In specific,
HRM in textile industry companies are primarily focused on
task performance (International Labour Organization [ILO],
2021). The concept of task performance is defined as the
employee’s behavior in pursuing the objectives set in advance.
This performance is notably affected by the individual strategy
to achieve these objectives (Maslach et al., 2001). This article
expands current knowledge about how the psychological
empowerment–work engagement relationship can predict task
performance, including age as a boundary condition. Following
the JD–R theory, I also prove that conceptualizing psychological
empowerment as a personal resource can benefit the integration
of psychological empowerment and work engagement theories.

Psychological empowerment represents the motivational
construct of an intrinsic task, including four cognitions
that reveal a personal orientation: competence, meaning,
self–determination, and impact, and demonstrates cognitive
directions about their job role (Spreitzer, 1995). Psychological
empowerment and work engagement (Xanthopoulou et al.,
2009; Bakker and Albrecht, 2018) have been related to individual
positive results, such as task performance and wellbeing
(Schaufeli and Bakker, 2003; Walumbwa et al., 2011). The job
demands–resources (JD–R) theory is one of the most used
theories to explain work engagement. Work engagement occurs
when an employee has high job demands and resources to
respond to these demands (Juyumaya, 2019). The JD–R model
explains the employee’s motivational and strain process.

Resources are work–related elements that help face job
demands (Demerouti et al., 2001). Resources can be of two
types: (1) Personal resources if they refer to the individual’s
self–perceptions of himself (e.g., self–esteem, self–efficacy, and
optimism); and (2) Job resources if they are elements of
the environment, physical, psychological, or organizational,
which are available for the employee to face job demands
(e.g., transformational leadership, autonomy, and feedback).
The level of psychological empowerment of employees has
been studied as an essential personal resource that increases
the levels of work engagement (Zhang and Bartol, 2010).
Nevertheless, researchers need to explore new mediators
and moderators between these constructs and different types
of job performance. Also, research needs to consider a
wide range of samples (e.g., non–US samples, non–Students’
samples) and underexplored contexts (e.g., Latin America,
textile industry). The study of work engagement moves
away from the historical vision that has prevailed in the
business world: the conception that a job is functional
when the person performs their role and only dedicates
themselves to it through a mechanized mode associated
with the value chain. This is because work engagement

theories study phenomena that had not previously been
considered, such as vigor (energetic component), dedication
(emotional component), and absorption (cognitive component)
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2016).

This research explores the mediator role of work
engagement in the relationship between psychological
empowerment and task performance. Furthermore, I explore
the role of employee age as a moderating factor in this
relationship. In doing so, I seek to provide a more nuanced
understanding of the mediating role of work engagement and
the moderator role of age in the positive effect of psychological
empowerment on task performance. Additionally, this research
considers a poorly studied sample: Latin American textile
industry employees. This is why this study diagnoses the levels
of psychological empowerment, work engagement, and task
performance of the employees in this industry, which is a
valuable input for managerial decisions in HRM.

This article is structured as follows: first, this work develops
the theoretical framework. Next, I explain the methodology.
I modeled a first–stage mediation–moderated model using
Hayes’ Process macro. The results confirm that the positive
impact of psychological empowerment on task performance
is mediated by work engagement. Interestingly, age was a
significant moderator of the mediation effect. Finally, the final
sections discuss the results, outline theoretical and practical
implications for HRM, and present the conclusions of this study.

Theoretical framework

Psychological empowerment

Psychological empowerment is a phenomenon addressed by
the field of organizational psychology. At the individual level,
psychological empowerment is the ability of the person to feel
responsible and the protagonist of their own life. At a corporate
level, it is the opportunity for employees to be more efficient
in their operation and take on creative challenges in their work
and daily tasks (Spreitzer, 1995). The activation of individuals’
resources positively impacts the development of their functions
at the individual, group, and organizational levels, allowing
for sustained improvements (Deci et al., 1999; Schaufeli and
Salanova, 2007).

According to Spreitzer (1995), psychological empowerment
represents the motivational construct of an intrinsic task,
including four cognitions that reveal a personal orientation: (1)
Meaning, which refers to the alignment between one’s work
role and one’s own beliefs, values, and standards; (2) Self–
determination, is an individual’s sense of autonomy or control
concerning the initiation or regulation of one’s actions; (3)
Competence, refers to the belief in one’s capability to perform
work activities successfully; and (4) Impact, is the belief that
one can make a difference in the managerial process; that one
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could influence operational outcomes in the work unit. The
four dimensions are independent, distinct, related, and mutually
reinforcing, qualities that capture a dynamic state or active
orientation toward work.

Work engagement

Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) define work engagement as a
positive, fulfilling, work–related state of mind characterized by
vigor, dedication, and absorption. Following JD–R theory, work
engagement is the mental state that occurs when employees have
high job demands and increased job and personal resources to
respond to these job demands. Job demands are the physical,
psychological, social, or organizational aspects that require
sustained physical and psychological effort and are associated
with specific physiological and psychological costs (Demerouti
et al., 2001). Job resources refer to the physical, psychological,
social, or organizational aspects of the job that are functional in
achieving work goals, reducing job demands and the associated
physiological and psychological costs, or stimulating personal
growth, learning, and development, while the personal resources
if they refer to the individual’s self–perceptions of himself
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2016).

Previous research (e.g., Xanthopoulou et al., 2009;
Walumbwa et al., 2011; Salessi and Omar, 2016; Juyumaya,
2018) has shown that engaged employees will perform better
than others. Work engagement should not be confused with
concepts such as job satisfaction, organizational happiness,
work addiction, and even its opposite, the mental state of
exhaustion or sustained stress, known as burnout syndrome.
Burnout is a feeling of failure and an exhausted and spent
existence resulting from an overload due to the employee’s
demands of energy, personal resources, or spiritual strength
(Maslach and Leiter, 2008; Bernd and Beuren, 2021).

Task performance

Task performance is another construct that has received
the most attention from researchers of HRM, organizational
behavior, strategic management, and organizational psychology.
Possibly, it is famous since the competitiveness and productivity
of organizations are closely linked to the individual performance
of their members (Greguras et al., 2007). Hence, identifying its
determinants and consequences has been a priority for various
scholars, practitioners, and researchers. The lack of consensus
about task performance measurement has led to the appearance
of numerous scales to evaluate it. The specialized literature on
task performance postulates more than eighty instruments to
measure individual performance at a general level and more
than forty scales to assess performance in more specific contexts
(Wells and Welty–Peachey, 2011).

However, most of the instruments developed to date
fail to measure all the dimensions that make up individual
performance. On the other hand, using different scales to
measure the dimensions of task performance can cause
some redundancy in the questions, affecting the instrument’s
application. It could even negatively impact the validity of the
statistical analysis results due to increased correlations between
the items (Murphy, 1990). Faced with the ambiguities caused by
individual performance measurement, Koopmans et al. (2013)
developed a generic instrument to evaluate it. The instrument,
identified with the name of the personal task performance scale,
has been designed to measure the behaviors of employees rather
than their effectiveness.

The first attempts to explore generic task performance
focused heavily on task requirements, with research focusing
on technical competence, role performance, and task–specific
competence, among others (Viswesvaran and Ones, 2000).
Generic task performance models use broad dimensions to
delimit the construct. However, models developed for specific
jobs and contexts are based on narrower and personalized
dimensions to describe the elements of task performance.
Task performance is an essential dimension of generic task
performance. It is found in the construct’s vast majority of
explanatory models (e.g., Rodrigues and Rebelo, 2021).

Following Koopmans et al. (2013), task performance is
composed of four dimensions: (1) Performance in the task;
(2) Performance in context; (3) Counterproductive behaviors;
and (4) Adaptive performance. These dimensions include
the behaviors inherent to the technical tasks of the work
position of the organization members. According to Koopmans
et al. (2013), the performance of the task implies the
performance of the specific or technical duties associated with
the job. Therefore, it is related to the technical core of an
organization and the activities directly or indirectly related to
the transformation of organizational resources and capacities
into appropriate products or services for economic exchange.
This article analyzes the mediating effect of work engagement
on the relationship between psychological empowerment and
task performance.

The age effect

The relationships between psychological empowerment,
work engagement, and task performance can be affected by
demographic elements linked to individuals’ attitudes, values,
and behaviors (Hofstede et al., 2010). Workforce aging and
the need to work longer imply several challenges worldwide
(Yeves et al., 2019). This paper proposes that the evolution of
society, expressed in the emergence of different generational
cohorts (e.g., baby boomers and centennials), might affect
how employees experience psychological empowerment. For
instance, the twenty-first century brought more individualism,
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competitiveness, and pressure to succeed. It increased the
expectations of more horizontal relations and reduced power
distance. In this context, the need for recognition was enhanced
among younger employees, given the desire to excel among
peers and establish closer relations with the leader (Didier and
Luna, 2017). Then, I suggest that psychological empowerment
on task performance will be more assertive in younger
generations vs. older generations (baby boomers and generation
X vs. millennials and centennials).

Previous research on social exchange theory has shown
that reciprocity norms are more important among shortly
tenured employees (Bal et al., 2013). As individuals shape
their perceptions of the nature and dynamics of an exchange
relationship, the reception of social benefits by the employer can
boost a more favorable exchange expectation in younger
employees. Similarly, as younger generations begin to
understand and make sense of employment relationships
through their interactions with organizational agents,
psychological empowerment should differentially create
more positive changes in them, in contrast to more experienced
employees who have developed a more classical mindset of their
employment relationship. In Latin America, this moderating
effect could be more prevalent, as collectivism is inherently
rooted in creating positive social exchanges based on reciprocity.

These collectivistic values could be learned by employees
before their initial working experiences but are reinforced and
confirmed when interacting with leaders. Moreover, Atwater
et al. (2009) suggested that feedback is less likely to be found
from supervisors in cultures such as Latin American culture.
It is easier to obtain feedback from peers. Therefore, it is
more presumable that the effects of psychological empowerment
are more meaningful in younger generations. On this basis,
I propose a mediation–moderated model. Figure 1 shows the
model and the following hypothesis,

Hypothesis: The mediating role of work engagement in the
relationship between psychological empowerment and task
performance is moderated by employee age, with the effect
being more substantial for younger employees.

Methods

Data collection and sample

I designed a cross–sectional study and followed a
quantitative approach using surveys. The online survey
method was used for data collection. This method has
multiple benefits, like a higher response rate compared
to the manual distribution of a questionnaire (Rasool
et al., 2021). I used Google Forms to conduct the
experiment and automatically collected all the responses.
This will allow the validation of the hypothesis through
statistical analysis.

The study population was textile industry employees from
Chile. The population was 655.257 employees in 2019 (SOL
Foundation, 2022). Sample size = 196 (95% confidence).
Employees worked in different communes of the metropolitan
region of Chile. The final sample consisted of 200 employees
(n = 200; female = 80%). I note that “The Chilean Social
Outbreak” and the “Coronavirus Pandemic” did not affect the
process because the data collection was carried out between
January and September 2019.

Measures

The methodology used is supported by a positivist
epistemology, which promotes knowledge based on the
formulation of hypotheses and empirical verification
through the scientific method. This methodology requires
data collection instruments that maintain the objective
nature of the research. To this end, the present study
used a survey that contained three Likert–type scales: (1)
Psychological empowerment; (2) Work engagement; and (3)
Task performance. Table 1 shows the items and authors of
the used scales.

The applied survey consisted of a presentation of the study,
the informed consent that ensured the confidentiality of the
data and anonymity of the respondent, socio–demographic
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TABLE 1 Measures.

Construct Items References

Psychological empowerment (PE) PE1. I am confident about my ability to do my job. Spreitzer, 1995

PE2. The work that I do is important to me.

PE3. I have significant autonomy in determining how I do my job.

PE4. My impact on what happens in my department is large.

PE5. My job activities are personally meaningful to me.

PE6. I have a great deal of control over what happens in my department.

PE7. I can decide on my own how to go about doing my own work.

PE8. I have considerable opportunity for independence and freedom in how I do my job.

PE9. I have mastered the skills necessary for my job.

PE10. The work I do is meaningful to me.

PE11. I have significant influence over what happens in my department.

PE12. I am self–assured about my capabilities to perform my work activities.

Work engagement (WE) WE1. At my work, I feel bursting with energy. Schaufeli et al., 2006

WE2. At my job, I feel strong and vigorous.

WE3. When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work.

WE4. I am enthusiastic about my job.

WE5. My job inspires me.

WE6. I am proud of the work that I do.

WE7. I feel happy when I am working intensely.

WE8. I am immersed in my work.

WE9. I get carried away when I’m working.

Task performance (TP) TP1. How do you rate the quality of your own work in the past 3 months? Koopmans et al., 2013

TP2. Compared to last year, I judge the quality of my work in the past 3 months to be.

TP3. How often was the quality of your work below what it should have been in the past 3
months?

TP4. How do you rate the quantity of your own work in the past 3 months?

TP5. Compared to last year, I judge the quantity of my work in the last 3 months to be.

TP6. How often was the quantity of your work less than it should have been in the past 3
months?

TP7. I managed to plan my work so that it was done on time.

TP8. I worked toward the end result of my work.

TP9. I kept in mind the results that I had to achieve in my work.

TP10. I had trouble setting priorities in my work.
TP11. I was able to separate main issues from side issues at work.
TP12. I was able to perform my work well with minimal time and effort.
TP13. It took me longer to complete my work tasks than intended.

questions, and the three scales previously mentioned. All the
scales followed a 5–point Likert–type response format, from
“Strongly Disagree” = 1 to “Strongly Agree” = 5.

Psychological empowerment
Empowerment scale (Spreitzer, 1995). Spreitzer’s

psychological empowerment scale (1995) measures perceived
control, perceptions of competencies, and internalization
of organizational goals and objectives. This research uses
the 12 items Spanish validated version of Rivera et al.
(2020).

Work engagement
UWES–9 scale (Schaufeli et al., 2006). This scale is

available in two versions, including 17 items, and the
abbreviated version, which includes nine items. I use
the abbreviated version validated in Spanish by Juyumaya
(2019).

Task performance
The Koopmans et al. (2013) task performance scale was

used. The 13 items scale validated in Spanish by Gabini and
Calzada (2015) was used.
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Variables M SD Minimum Maximum 1 2 3

1. Psychological empowerment 3.69 0.77 1.00 5.00 (0.88)

2. Work engagement 4,12 0.70 1.00 5.00 0.36** (0.98)

3. Task performance 3,43 0.64 1.00 5.00 0.22** 0.81** (0.89)

4. Age 45.62 13.52 18 86 0.34** 0.38** 0.51**

Alpha scores on parentheses and bold. **p < 0.01.

Age
The study asked the age of each participant at the beginning

of the survey. Then, I split the sample into two groups (high
age/low age) to create a dummy variable.

Controls
In line with previous research (Walumbwa and Hartnell,

2011), we included participants’ age, gender, and work
experience as control variables, because these variables can
influence task performance.

Analysis strategy

The analyses were carried out using the statistical package
SPSS v.23 and the Process macro extension (Hayes, 2013).
The analysis strategy aimed to corroborate the existence of a
possible mediation–moderated between the variables selected
for the study. The data interpretation of this research is based on
model 7 proposed by Hayes (2013). The normality test used was
Pearson’s Chi–square, which allowed us to justify a parametric
study. No missing data was found in this survey.

Results

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and Cronbach’s alpha are
available in Table 2. The correlations are positive and align
with what has been reported. In the three variables used,
the alpha exceeds the value of 0.80, which indicates that the
scales were reliable.

TABLE 3 Indirect effects at Age = M ± 1 SD.

Indirect effect Estimate LLCI 95% ULCI 95%

–1.00 SD 0.85 0.019 0.145

0.00 SD 0.16 0.190 0.401

1.00 SD 0.18 0.093 0.024

The table shows the bootstrapping procedure results using Hayes’s Process macro to
test conditional effects (–1 SD, M, and +1 SD) for the moderator variable (Age).
LLCI, Lower level 95% confidence interval; ULCI, Upper level 95% confidence interval.
A bootstrapping procedure used 5,000 random subsamples to produce a normal
distribution.

Confirmatory factor analysis

This research conducted a confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA). I tested the hypothesized three–factor model with
psychological empowerment, work engagement, and task
performance. The model fitted well the data [x2(108) = 2330.21;
CFI = 0.98; SRMR = 0.05; RMSEA = 0.05], suggesting that
participants were able to distinguish our key constructs. I
also ran four alternative models merging pairs of constructs
(psychological empowerment–work engagement; psychological
empowerment–task performance; work engagement–task
performance) and one model with a single–factor solution.
Neither of these alternative models showed better fit indexes
than the hypothesized model.

Mediation–moderated analysis

The main results of the mediation–moderated analysis
are presented in Table 3. Table 3 shows the estimated and
bootstrapped internals of work engagement (mediator) in the
relationship between psychological empowerment and task
performance for different levels of age (moderator) (+1 SD,
M, −1 SD). I observe that the estimate of the mediation effect
is significant and relatively constant at different levels of the
moderator. The confidence interval of moderated mediation was
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The moderating effect of age.
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different from zero [Estimate = 0.16, BootSE = 0.08, 95% CI:
(0.19; 0.40)], suggesting that the mediation effect was moderated
by employees’ age (Hayes, 2013).

In Figure 2, the slope representing the relationship between
psychological empowerment and work engagement is positive
for young employees and different from the same slope for
older employees. Younger employees (low age: SD = −1.00)
have higher engagement levels as perceived psychological
empowerment increases. In comparison, work engagement
levels for older employees (high age: SD = 1.00) appear
unaffected by the psychological empowerment effect supporting
the study’s hypothesis.

Discussion

Thanks to the results presented, the hypothesis of this study
was supported. It is concluded that if employees are empowered
in their capacities (i.e., with high levels of psychological
empowerment), they will perform better when fulfilling their
tasks. Furthermore, suppose employees are engaged (i.e., with
high levels of work engagement). In that case, they will
have even more positive repercussions on task performance.
Moreover, I found that employees’ age moderates the mediation
of psychological empowerment, work engagement, and task
performance such that the mediation effect is more substantial
for younger employees.

At the level of theoretical contribution, this study
contributes to the theory of JD–R, which explains work
engagement (Bakker, 2018). Psychological empowerment is
a personal resource that helps respond to employees’ job
demands in the textile industry. Hence, this study provides
empirical evidence to understand work engagement in emerging
economies. Scholars engaging in aging and HRM must study
how different generational cohorts of employees experience
psychological empowerment. Following other studies (e.g.,
Yeves et al., 2019), this paper delivers empirical evidence
that the emergence of different generational cohorts (e.g.,
baby boomers and centennials) might affect how employees
experience psychological empowerment and work engagement,
and task performance.

The results support that work engagement mediates the
relationship between psychological empowerment and task
performance. Psychological empowerment is a crucial resource
for facing job demands. Engaged employees have the energy
(i.e., vigor), positive feelings (i.e., dedication), and attention
(i.e., absorption) to perform better in the tasks (Bakker and
Demerouti, 2016). As I mention, task performance is crucial
for all industries, but even more in the textile industry. The
presented results support the idea of Schaufeli and Salanova
(2007) that engaged employees have more efficacy in their
daily tasks. Engaged employees are happier at work, and
their wellbeing and positive psychological state impact their
task performance.

Practical implications

An essential significance of this study is related to the
possibilities that the HRM in the textile industry has to
create opportunities for employees to increase their levels
of psychological empowerment and work engagement. These
results highlight the prominence of recognizing the capabilities
and attributes of the employees of an organization because if
you are outstanding, the employees acquire security far beyond
the work, reaching a personal level, which can bring multiple
benefits to the individual, even beyond the work dimension
(Rappaport, 1981; Riger, 1993). For instance, 360◦ performance
evaluations would be quite indicated in the textile industry. This
type of evaluation encourages the employee to empower himself
and improve their task performance based on feedback from his
co-employees, supervisors, customers, or clients and their own
self–assessment.

This study delivers empirical evidence to scholars interesting
in the textile industry. Scientific papers focused on employees
in the textile industry are scarce. For this reason, gathering
factual data regarding employees in this industry is a
methodologically relevant task. The textile industry has similar
features concerning the workforce composition in all the world
countries since it mainly comprises women (Fashionunited,
2020). In the present research, the percentage of female
participants was 80%. I encourage future studies to analyze the
role of gender in the relationship between HRM practices and
task performance or other contingent relationships.

The findings of this study can help business and
management researchers and practitioners acknowledge
contextual differences in understanding the combined effects of
psychological empowerment and work engagement. Managers
and practitioners may develop a specific age–based HRM
system that empowers and engages employees. For example,
the individually–driven work design process (i.e., job crafting)
can better align the job with personal needs, goals, and
skills (Wijngaards et al., 2022). Embedding strategies in
people management practices that promote psychological
empowerment and work engagement is a crucial source
of competitive advantage based on developing individual
capacities that are difficult to imitate. For instance, HRM
areas can create organizational innovation strategies. These
actions can build a positive corporate culture that benefits
psychological empowerment and work engagement through
supportive generational–based feedback (e.g., millennials
mentoring baby boomers, and vice–versa) and, at the same
time, influence sustainable organizational performance
(Rasool et al., 2019).

Limitations and future research

Further research can study aspects related to the limitations
of the present study. One limitation is the risk of common
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method variance due to using self–reported data. Future
research can make an effort to solve this. Other limitations
concern the study’s sample. Scholars from a wide range of
perspectives should study employees in the textile industry
from other Latin American countries, conduct longitudinal
studies, and conduct comparative analyses between culturally
different countries. Additionally, future research could continue
to delve into other job or personal resources that increase work
engagement (Juyumaya and Torres, 2020). For example, the
study of the impact of new technologies and work arrangements
on task performance, focusing on textile industry employees,
can be a source of exciting future directions.

Conclusion

This paper presents a mediation–moderated model that
analyzes the role of work engagement as a mediator in the
relationship between psychological empowerment and task
performance in the textile industry. In this way, I postulate
that psychological empowerment increases work engagement,
which in turn has, as a consequence, a higher task performance
of the employees of this industry. Additionally, an employee’s
age moderates the mediation effect of work engagement in
the relationship between psychological empowerment and task
performance, such that the mediation effect is more substantial
for younger employees.

This article provides empirical evidence to develop the
psychological empowerment, work engagement, and aging
literature. Moreover, because this study investigates a poorly
studied sample, it provides inputs to further theoretical
analysis. For managerial practice, this study helps to manage
organizations based on evidence. I promote that HRM managers
consider psychological empowerment and work engagement as
essential employee results. Likewise, the generation factor must
be addressed. Thus, companies and businesses can promote the
quality of working life, improve task performance, and build
thriver organizations.
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Corporate social responsibility 
and frontline employees’ service 
improvisation: The mediating 
role of self-efficacy
Xuezhao Zhang , Siyuan Zhang  and Mingsen Wang *

School of Economics and Management, Zhoukou Normal University, Zhoukou, China

The uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented 

challenges to frontline employees in tourism enterprises. In the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the fulfillment of corporate social responsibility is of great 

significance. Based on the social cognitive theory, a conceptual framework 

was established to investigate the relationship between corporate social 

responsibility and tourism service improvisation, along with the mediating 

role of self-efficiency. A total of 405 self-administered questionnaires were 

collected through three times. The results revealed that frontline employees’ 

perception of corporate social responsibility had a significant positive impact 

on self-efficacy and service improvisation, as well as self-efficacy had a 

significant positive impact on service improvisation. Meanwhile, self-efficacy 

played a partial mediating role in the relationship between corporate social 

responsibility and service improvisation. Theoretical and practical implications, 

along with limitations and future research directions, were discussed.

KEYWORDS

frontline employees, corporate social responsibility, self-efficacy, service 
improvisation, tourism enterprise

Introduction

The tourism industry, a high-contact industry, has been hit hard by the outbreak of 
COVID-19 (Kim and Lee, 2020). As a service industry, the tourism industry has the 
simultaneity of production and consumption (Rathmell, 1966). The simultaneity has led to 
frontline employees becoming an important bridge between tourism enterprises and their 
customers (Jung and Yoon, 2018). The performance of frontline employees in the service 
process has a direct impact on both tourism companies and customers (Gaur et al., 2017). 
In order to ensure the service experience of customers, tourism companies generally 
formulate detailed service standards and processes (Ding and Keh, 2016). However, due to 
the uncertainty of customer demand, frontline employees are often required to provide 
satisfactory service to customers according to specific service requirements on the basis of 
original service standards (Chan et al., 2021). This kind of service behavior of frontline 
employees that deviates from the original service standard is called service improvisation 
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(Secchi et al., 2019). In the tourism industry, frontline employees 
often have to deal with the service issues caused by customer 
uncertainty (Frei, 2006). Many tourism enterprises managers also 
find it impossible to train frontline employees to deal with all 
possible situations (Oh and Jang, 2020). In order to continuously 
meet the needs of customers, relevant scholars have introduced 
the concept of improvisation into the service industry (Secchi 
et al., 2019). Service improvisation is a combination of service and 
improvisation, a special manifestation of the act of improvisation 
in the service industry. Improvisation is the behavior of an 
employee who bypasses formal organizational plans to think 
quickly and act immediately when it is impossible to set aside 
more time to find a solution (Hadida et al., 2015). Research on 
improvisation as an unconventional way to cope with an 
increasingly complex and uncertain business environment is 
attracting the interest of scholars and industry professionals. 
Improvisation is not only a source of organizational change and 
innovation, but also an effective strategy for employees to break 
through existing cognitive constraints to stimulate innovative 
thinking and improve job performance (Hadida et al., 2015). At 
present, the study of employee improvisation is in its infancy 
(Secchi et  al., 2019). Some scholars have explored the role of 
organizational situational factors such as team cohesion (Magni 
et  al., 2009), organizational culture (Hadida et  al., 2015), and 
organizational memory on the stimulating effect of employees’ 
improvisation. At the same time, existing research also explores 
the influencing factors of service improvisation from the 
perspective of employees’ psychological state, such as employees’ 
emotional intelligence (Hill et al., 2017), time pressure (Pina e 
Cunha et al., 2009), and self-efficacy (Yeboah Banin et al., 2016). 
However, there has been relatively little inquiry into the 
influencing mechanism of employee service improvisation, 
especially in the tourism industry (Secchi et al., 2019). In addition, 
the outbreak of COVID-19 has brought significant uncertainties 
to the tourism industry, such as the uncertainty of business 
activities, the uncertainty of customers’ normal travel, and the 
uncertainty of employees’ physical and mental health. To the best 
of our knowledge, there is no research on the influencing 
mechanism of employee service improvisation based on the 
context of COVID-19. Compared with the past, frontline 
employees of tourism enterprises face more complex and 
changeable service situations and physical and mental pressures 
(Chan et al., 2021). In the context of COVID-19, strengthening 
the study of the influencing mechanism of frontline employee 
service improvisation can not only strengthen the company’s 
attention to the physical and mental health of employees, but also 
enhance customer service satisfaction, thereby enhancing the 
ability of tourism enterprises to respond to the epidemic crisis.

Social cognition theory is a theory that studies the 
environment, psychology and behavior (Bandura, 1995). The 
theory states that an individual’s behavior is co-influenced by the 
environment and psychology (Bandura, 1995). Therefore, based 
on the background of COVID-19, this study mainly explores the 
influencing mechanism of service improvisation of frontline 

employees in tourism enterprises from two aspects: external 
environment and employee psychology.

The catastrophic impact of COVID-19 on the market level has 
forced tourism enterprises to consider all possible measures to 
promote recovery and sustainable development (Zhang et  al., 
2021). Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a common strategic 
tool and management practice adopted by enterprises in crisis 
situations (Ham and Kim, 2020), which has been valued by many 
tourism enterprises (Zhang et al., 2021). For example, some travel 
agencies use their own channels to purchase gauze masks, goggles 
and other protective equipment for frontline employees in the face 
of a shortage of medical supplies. Many hotels offer free space for 
medical staff or medical observation. Some tourism enterprises 
issue medical supplies and living allowances to employees who are 
quarantined at home. These activities are the concrete embodiment 
of the fulfillment of social responsibility of tourism enterprises. 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) means that the operation of 
an enterprise should not only consider the interests of 
shareholders, but also comprehensively consider the interests of 
other stakeholders (e.g., customers, employees, and the public). As 
an important external environment exposed to frontline 
employees, CSR is worth in-depth discussion (Onkila and Sarna, 
2022). The existing research on CSR mainly focuses on the macro 
level, that is, from the perspective of firms or institutions to 
explore the importance of CSR (Ibarnia et al., 2020). For example, 
some scholars have verified that CSR is beneficial for improving 
the image and performance of companies (Zhao and Murrell, 
2016). However, the effectiveness of fulfilling CSR performance in 
response to the crisis is still under debate (Aguinis et al., 2020). 
Shin et al. (2021) believe that the implementation of CSR can 
maintain the hotel’s performance and customer bookings during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Bae et  al. (2021) also discuss the 
benefits of CSR fulfillment for companies’ stock market recovery 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Conversely, some scholars have 
also questioned the effectiveness of CSR, arguing that the 
implementation of CSR does not necessarily help companies to 
respond effectively to the crisis of COVID-19 (Aguinis et  al., 
2020). However, as an important stakeholder of the company, 
there are relatively few micro-discussions about CSR from the 
perspective of employees (Wang et al., 2020). Although scholars 
have begun to explore the relationship between CSR and employee 
positive behavior (Glavas and Godwin, 2013; Vlachos et al., 2014), 
the debate on the impact of CSR on employee work behavior is 
still fierce (Onyishi et al., 2020). Many scholars have pointed out 
that the influencing mechanism between CSR and employees’ 
extra-role behaviors has not been fully studied and solved (Glavas, 
2016; Jones et al., 2017; Onyishi et al., 2020). In crisis situations, a 
good CSR reputation has the effect of buffering risks and 
mitigating crisis damage (Zhang et  al., 2021), which assists 
tourism enterprises in maintaining a good corporate image, and 
achieving the recognition and support from internal and external 
stakeholders. Therefore, in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, it is crucial to study the influence of CSR on frontline 
employees service improvisation in tourism enterprises.
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Frontline employees, as the bridge connecting tourism 
enterprises and customers, are often faced with greater work 
pressure. Therefore, research on the psychological state of 
frontline employees has always been the focus of scholars. 
Scholars have explored the psychological state of employees in 
terms of time pressure (Sijbom et  al., 2018), emotioncy 
(Pishghadam and Abbasnejad, 2017), psychological 
empowerment (Secchi et al., 2019) and so on. For example, the 
concept of emotioncy (emotion + frequency) was first introduced 
by Pishghadam et al. (2013). The emotioncy notion presents that 
“individuals can construct their idiosyncratic understanding of 
the world through their senses” (Pishghadam and Abbasnejad, 
2017). As an important psychological state, self-efficacy is of great 
significance for employees to cope with uncertainty, especially in 
the time of COVID-19 (Tang et al., 2020). Self-efficacy (SE) is an 
individual’s belief, judgment, or subjective perception of the level 
at which he  or she can complete a behavioral activity before 
performing that behavioral action (Bandura, 1995). Prior to the 
action, the individual will make a competent speculation and 
judgment about whether he can carry out a certain action. A high 
level of SE occurs when an individual is convinced of his or her 
ability to perform a particular task successfully. In general, 
frontline employees are under pressure at work, and SE can 
effectively alleviate the negative impact of stress on individuals 
(Schaubroeck et al., 2000). When frontline employees have lower 
self-efficacy, they experience intense anxiety because they hold 
doubts about their ability to deal with and control potential 
threats to their environment. In this case, they may see difficulties 
as more serious than they really are and seriously doubt their own 
abilities, thus deterring them from taking action (Siu et al., 2005). 
Conversely, employees with higher SE tend to use aggressive 
coping strategies. They see the challenges and stresses at work as 
a great opportunity to learn a variety of new skills. They do not 
shrink back or give up in the face of difficulties, which in turn 
alleviates the negative impact of stress on themselves (Stumpf 
et al., 1987). In a word, SE makes employees more confident to 
engage in certain activities and more sensitive to relevant 
information in the environment. They take the initiative to find 
solutions to problems and persist longer in the face of difficulties, 
setbacks, and failures (Tang et al., 2020). The importance of SE 
has been recognized. Numerous scholars have pointed out that 
SE can significantly affect employee performance (Cherian and 
Jacob, 2013; Zhang et al., 2020). Some scholars have also argued 
that SE has a positive impact on employees’ organisational 
citizenship behavior (Ullah I. et  al., 2021). In addition, a few 
scholars have also found a anegative association between SE and 
employee behavior (Vancouver and Kendall, 2006; Lin et  al., 
2016). There has been relatively little research on the influencing 
factors of SE, focusing mainly on leadership styles (Newman 
et al., 2019). Existing research has also confirmed that SE plays an 
important mediating role between environmental and personal 
factors (Abdullah and Marican, 2020; Tang et al., 2020). However, 
there is little literature examining SE of frontline employees in 
high-pressure contexts (Shao et al., 2019).

In a word, this study will discuss the influencing mechanism 
between CSR and SI of frontline employees in tourism 
enterprises, and clarify whether and how SE can play an 
important mediating role between CSR and SI in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Literature review and hypotheses

Social cognitive theory

Social cognitive theory (SCT) is widely used in the study of 
organizational behavior (Kim and Beehr, 2017). The theory holds 
that individuals are not only influenced by the external 
environment, but also by their own internal factors (Bandura, 
2012). On the basis of acknowledging the subjective initiative of 
individuals, SCT systematically reveals the process of generating 
individual behavior from the perspective of individual cognition 
(Bandura, 2001). The basic assumption of SCT is that there is an 
ongoing interaction between the external environment, individual 
cognition and individual behavior (Bandura, 2012). Individuals 
obtain information from the external environment, and construct 
self-cognition and behavior based on it, so as to keep themselves 
consistent with the external environment (Bandura, 2001). SCT 
mainly contains three important contents: observational learning, 
ternary interactive determinism, and self-efficacy theory.

Observational learning
SCT suggests that an individual’s behavior is influenced not 

only by innate factors (e.g., genetics, physiology, etc.) but also by 
factors acquired by the individual (Bandura, 1986). Among the 
acquired factors that influence individuals’ behavior, individual 
observational learning is crucial. Bandura (1986) further states 
that most of an individual’s behavior is learned by imitation 
through observation of people, events and objects around them. 
The behavior of the enterprise will directly have an important role 
model on the psychology and behavior of the frontline employees. 
The fulfillment of CSR in tourism enterprises can enable 
employees to observe the importance and concern of enterprises 
to various stakeholders. Then employees would regard enterprises’ 
performance as their code of conducting and adopting behaviors 
that are beneficial to stakeholders, e.g., SI.

Ternary interactive determinism
Triadic interactive determinism holds that the individual’s 

environment, cognition and behavior do not exist in isolation, and 
the formation of each of them is determined by their interaction 
(Bandura, 1986). First, the external environment has a direct 
impact on individual behavior. Secondly, the internal factors of an 
individual are mainly composed of cognitive, emotional, 
physiological and other factors, which can promote or inhibit the 
behavior of an individual (Bandura, 1986). The fulfillment of CSR 
will make employees feel the importance and concern of the 
enterprise to the individual employees and the external society. 
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Then employees’ strong sense of belonging and recognition may 
be enhanced, thereby promoting employees’ extra-role behaviors, 
e.g., SI.

Self-efficacy
SE is an individual’s subjective cognition and judgment on 

whether he  can complete a certain task (Bandura, 1986). 
According to SCT, SE has at least four functions: (i) determining 
people’s choice of activity and their adherence to the activities; (ii) 
influencing the acquisition of new behaviors and the performance 
of learned behaviors; (iii) influencing emotions during the activity; 
and (iv) influencing people’s attitudes in the face of difficulties. A 
responsible organizational atmosphere will give employees more 
opportunities for trial and error, which will make them feel more 
willing to innovate (Bandura, 1986). SI is an extra-role behavior 
that deviates from the original service standard of the tourism 
enterprise. Moreover, the result of this behavior is unknown and 
may produce both positive and negative results. The fulfillment of 
CSR in tourism enterprises will lead to the perception of 
employees of the enterprise’ attention to them and customers. 
Then, such perception will encourage employees to believe that 
their extra-role behaviors will be supported and understood by the 
organization. And the employees would believe that they can 
complete the corresponding service behaviors.

CSR in the tourism industry in the 
context of COVID-19

The concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) was first 
introduced in 1924 by Oliver Sheldon, who pointed out that the 
purpose of business cannot be  solely for the benefit of 
shareholders, but that the interests of other stakeholders (including 
customers, employees, and the public) must be fully considered. 
Carroll (1999) stated that businesses must not only achieve 
economic goals within the law, but also meet ethical standards and 
carry out charitable philanthropic. Based on this, Carroll (1999) 
constructed the famous CSR pyramid model from four 
dimensions: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. 
Subsequently, CSR was expressed as the behavior of businessmen 
in the pursuit of business interests while complying with social 
rules and institutions, in line with what the public values pointed 
to Zhang et al. (2021). Although there is no unified concept of 
CSR so far, the basic idea of CSR is that enterprises should also 
make positive contributions to internal (e.g., employees) and 
external (e.g., customers and the society) stakeholders while 
pursuing their own economic interests (Shin et al., 2021). Early 
CSR researches had mostly examined the impact of CSR on 
corporate performance at the organizational level (Ham and Kim, 
2020), but recent researches had gradually shifted to the individual 
level to discuss the impact of CSR on employees (Ou et al., 2021). 
These researches focused on how employees perceived, evaluated 
and reacted to the fulfillment of CSR (Zhang et al., 2021). Li and 
Fu (2014) stated that employees’ perceptions of CSR were a key 

factor in their attitudinal and behavioral responses to 
the corporate.

Compared to other industries, the tourism industry is a 
service industry as well as a resource-dependent industry, which 
involves more stakeholders (Henderson, 2007). Therefore, while 
pursuing economic interests, tourism enterprises need to pay 
more attention to fulfill their social and environmental 
responsibilities, especially in the context of COVID-19 (Shin et al., 
2021). Mao et al. (2021) empirically analyzed that tourism CSR 
has an important role in promoting employees’ psychological 
capital. Shin et  al. (2021) verified the impact of hotel CSR on 
booking behavior and hotel performance. From the perspective of 
crisis management, Ou et al. (2021) explored the importance of 
CSR for internal and external stakeholders in different time 
periods. They argued that a good CSR reduces the stress of internal 
stakeholders (e.g., employees) to stay on track in the face of crises 
and gives external stakeholders (e.g., society and suppliers) more 
confidence. However, compared to general CSR research, relatively 
little research has been conducted on CSR of tourism enterprises, 
especially in the context of COVID-19 (Shin et al., 2021).

Service improvisation

As an important ability of organizations and individuals in the 
face of uncertain environment (John et al., 2006), improvisation 
has gradually attracted the attention of various disciplines, 
especially with the outbreak of COVID-19 at the end of 2019. 
Secchi et al. (2020) argued that service improvisation (SI) refers to 
the behavior that frontline employees of service enterprises 
deviated from established service delivery processes and practices 
and made immediate responses to unforeseen events with 
available resources.

It has been documented that SI is driven by a combination of 
internal and external factors. At the individual level, customer 
factors are an important driver of SI. From the perspective of value 
co-creation, customers participate in the production process of 
service. It is precisely the participation of customers that greatly 
increases the uncertainty of service, which requires frontline staff 
to SI (John et  al., 2006). In the era of experience economy, 
customers are no longer satisfied with standardized services, and 
their needs tend to be personalized. Therefore, frontline employees 
need to improvise on the original standardized service strategy to 
meet customers’ personalized service needs (Secchi et al., 2020). 
In addition, the customer-employee relationship is also an 
important factor influencing SI. Hultman et al. (2019) pointed out 
that a good customer-employee relationship enhanced the 
performance of employee SI. Besides customer factors, the factors 
of frontline employees themselves can also affect SI. For example, 
frontline employees’ self-efficacy (Pina e Cunha et  al., 2009), 
service experience (Yeboah Banin et al., 2016), and emotional 
intelligence (Hill et al., 2017), all influence employees’ SI. At the 
leadership level, the attitude of managers towards SI affects the 
subsequent behavior of employees. Leadership styles such as 
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empowering, responsible and innovative promote SI, while 
leadership styles such as centralized and bureaucratic are 
important barriers to SI (Turley and O’Donohoe, 2017). At the 
organizational level, organizational culture (Leybourne, 2009), 
organizational structure (Pina e Cunha et al., 2009), organizational 
memory (Nisula and Kianto, 2015), and organizational climate are 
all important factors that influence SI. In addition, due to the 
specific nature of the service industry, service scenarios can also 
have a significant impact on SI (Robson et al., 2015).

SI is not inherently good or bad (Vera and Crossan, 2005), 
which leads to the fact that it can have both positive and negative 
outcomes. From the individual level, customers are the direct 
audience of SI, which means that customer satisfaction is an 
important result of SI (Secchi et  al., 2020). Furthermore, 
employees are the subject of SI, and having to deal with 
unexpected service demands in a short period of time is bound to 
have important effects on the employees themselves, such as time 
pressure, emotional anxiety, and job satisfaction (Secchi et al., 
2020). As SI is the behavior of frontline employees deviating from 
service standards, its influence on the organization should not 
be underestimated. On the negative side, SI can have a significant 
negative impact on an organization’s service performance, 
corporate image (Lee et al., 2020). On the positive side, it has a 
catalytic effect on organizational innovation, and organizational 
knowledge (García-Rosell et  al., 2019). However, the existing 
studies on the effect are mostly theoretical explanations and 
discussions, lacking empirical tests (Secchi et al., 2020).

CSR and SI

In the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak, many tourism 
enterprises have actively pursued their CSR in response to the 
crisis. The perception and stress of employees in tourism enterprises 
about the risks associated with diseases affects the mental state and 
behavior of employees (Vu et al., 2022). According to SCT, the 
fulfillment of internal social responsibilities by tourism enterprises 
will make employees feel the care and love of the enterprise, and 
reduce the pressure on them to face risks. In this way, employees 
also have enough emotional value to respond to the uncertain 
service needs of customers, that is, service improvisation. In 
addition, the fulfillment of external social responsibilities by 
tourism enterprises sets a good example for employees, and it is 
easy to enhance employees’ sense of identity and pride in the 
organization. Therefore, employees will learn from the company, 
actively consider the difficulties faced by their customers and 
provide personalized service. Lee et al. (2020) pointed out that 
tourism enterprises’ CSR fulfillment for frontline employees is 
conducive to improving the service quality and loyalty of employees 
to the company. Onyishi et al. (2020) argued that CSR is an extra-
role behavior of the company, so the fulfillment of CSR sets a good 
example to employees, which motivates them to actively engage in 
extra-role behavior. From the perspective of workplace safety 
management, Vu et al. (2022) discussed that the fulfillment of CSR 

can significantly affect the organizational citizenship behavior of 
employees in the face of COVID-19. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, employees are facing greater work pressure and the 
constant threat of disease (Vaziri et al., 2020). Tourism enterprises 
should actively fulfill their CSR, such as safety training and salary 
increases, which can reduce employees’ panic about the epidemic 
(Hu et al., 2021), so as to ensure employees’ sense of work security, 
thereby enhancing their organizational citizenship behavior (Vu 
et al., 2022). Service improvisation as an organizational citizenship 
behavior, we have reason to believe that CSR also have a positive 
role in promoting frontline employee SI.

Based on the above analysis, this study puts forward the 
following hypothesis:

H1: CSR has a significant positive impact on SI of 
frontline employees.

CSR and SE

Self-efficacy (SE) is essentially a belief in ability or anticipation, 
a belief in the ability that people have to believe that they can 
accomplish a particular task (Kim and Beehr, 2017). Many studies 
have found that leadership style has a significant impact on 
employees’ SE. Kim and Beehr (2017) pointed out that an 
empowering leadership style enhanced employees’ autonomy at 
work and provided a direct contribution to their SE. Khan et al. 
(2020) suggested that pathological leadership was negatively 
related to employees’ SE.

Despite the importance of SE, research on the antecedent 
variables of self-efficacy has grossly neglected the role of external 
factors in promoting and enhancing SE (Guan and So, 2016), 
particularly CSR (Latif et al., 2020). According to SCT, individuals 
can form SE through various social information, including direct 
experience, observation, and feedback from others. For frontline 
employees of tourism enterprises in the context of the COVID-19 
epidemic, the fulfillment of social responsibility of tourism 
enterprises is an important source of information (Vu et al., 2022). 
CSR increases employees’ respect and identification with the 
company, which in turn influences the development of positive 
work attitudes (Onyishi et al., 2020), e.g., SE. The fulfillment of 
tourism CSR will give frontline employees sufficient support and 
confidence, and they will actively respond to the needs of 
customers who deviate from service standards without worrying 
about the company’s penalties and blame. The fulfilment of CSR 
sets a good example for employees, which makes it easier for them 
to find meaning in their work (Aguinis and Glavas, 2019). Mao 
et al. (2021) found that tourism CSR can significantly improve 
employees’ SE in the face of the COVID-19 epidemic. They 
confirmed that good corporate social responsibility in tourism 
enterprises will give frontline employees more understanding and 
support, and will boost their confidence in facing difficulties.

Based on the above analysis, this study puts forward the 
following hypothesis:
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H2: CSR has a significant positive impact on SE of 
frontline employees.

SE and SI

In the context of COVID-19, with the increase of service 
distance, the transformation of service methods, etc., the original 
service standards can no longer meet the changing situation (Yu 
et  al., 2021), which requires frontline employees of tourism 
enterprises to actively play SI according to the service situation. SI is 
essentially an organizational citizenship behavior. The behavior is 
voluntary and creative by the employee that goes beyond the formal 
requirements of the employee’s job description, which contributes 
to the development of the organization. In addition, the outbreak of 
COVID-19 has also made frontline employees face the constant 
threat of illness, which has put a huge strain on their bodies and 
minds. The inapplicability of the original service standards and the 
threat of disease have brought great uncertainty to the service 
behavior of frontline employees. This requires frontline employees 
of tourism enterprises to actively play SI to meet customer needs in 
the short service contact process (Tang et  al., 2020). Existing 
research confirms that SE can positively influence employee work 
attitudes, work behaviors and performance (Newman et al., 2014). 
Individuals with high SE have lower job anxiety and higher self-
confidence when dealing with challenges and overcoming 
unforeseen difficulties (Judge et al., 2007). In the tourism industry, 
employees with high levels of SE often go beyond the normal job 
requirements and take the initiative to innovate to solve particular 
customer problems (Chen et al., 2015), also known as SI (Qiu et al., 
2020). A strong sense of SE can enhance a employee’s sense of 
accomplishment and personal wellbeing (Multon et  al., 1991). 
Employees with high SE may have higher job performance than 
those with low SE, whereas employees with low self-efficacy may 
doubt their abilities and avoid difficult tasks (Khan et al., 2020). Tang 
et al. (2020) confirmed the positive effect of employees’ SE on work 
behavior in the context of job uncertainty. Ullah S. et al. (2021) also 
validated the role of SE in promoting employee organizational 
citizenship. In addition, it has been shown that SE has a positive 
effect on job performance and career retention (Chuang et al., 2007).

Based on the above analysis, this study puts forward the 
following hypothesis:

H3: SE has a significant positive impact on the SI of 
frontline employees.

The mediating role of SI

SCT states that employees’ behavior is influenced by their 
internal psychological state and external environment. Based on 
this, some scholars argue that the external environment not only 
directly affects the behavior of employees, but also affects the 
behavior of employees through the mediating effect of 

psychological state (Ullah I. et al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 2021). 
SE, an important positive psychological state, has been shown to 
play an important mediating role between organizational context 
and employee behavior (Walumbwa et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2016). 
Some scholars have explored the mediating role of team efficacy 
from an organizational level perspective. For instance, Lin et al. 
(2012) confirmed that CSR indirectly contributes to team 
performance through team efficacy. Latif et al. (2020) also found 
the mediating role of team efficacy between CSR and 
organizational performance. The existing literature also explores 
the mediating role of SE at the individual level. Peng and Mao 
(2015) pointed out that the relationship between employee 
person-job fit and job satisfaction is mediated by SE. Zhang et al. 
(2020) also confirmed that an individual’s perceived work 
environment also has an indirect impact on job satisfaction 
through the mediating role of SE. Kondratowicz et  al. (2022) 
validated the mediating role of SE in the context of COVID-19 
between employee job satisfaction and shift in work styles.

Based on the above analysis, this study puts forward the 
following hypothesis:

H4: SE plays a mediating role between the relationship of CSR 
and SI of frontline employees.

To sum up, the following theoretical model is constructed as 
Figure 1.

Research method

Research subjects and data collection

This study focuses on frontline employees of tourism 
enterprises such as scenic spots above AAA level, and hotels, and 
tourism agencies with three-star level or above.

This study collected the data from frontline employees of 
tourism enterprises in Guangzhou, China during three distinct 
time points (Kim and Kim, 2021). An online survey system was 
used. To decrease the harmful effects of sampling bias, this study 
used a random sampling method. Also, this study tried to resolve 

FIGURE 1

Research framework. CSR, corporate social responsibility; SI, 
service improvisation; SE, self-efficacy.
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the limitations embedded in cross-sectional data by collecting the 
data at three distinct time points.

At Time Point 1, a total of 1,000 questionnaires were 
distributed to frontline employees, and 714 questionnaires were 
returned. At Time Point 2, this study sent emails to 714 employees 
in Time Point 1, and a total of 537 questionnaires were collected. 
At Time Point 3, this study sent emails to 537 employees in Time 
Point 2, and a total of 405 questionnaires were collected. The 
interval between each time point was about 2 weeks. The features 
of the respondents are described in Table 1.

Instruments

This study developed a questionnaire with five sections. The 
first to fourth sections are designed to measure CSR, SE, and SI, 
respectively. The fifth section investigates frontline employees’ 
demographic traits (e.g., enterprise type, gender, age, work years, 
and education). The scales are designed according to the research 
objectives and the existing literature. A total of 24 items were 
scored on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

CSR (time point 1, gathered from frontline 
employees)

At Time Point 1, this study used five items from Chua et al. 
(2020) to measure CSR. Sample items are “After the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, our tourism enterprise can handle the 
relationship with partners well,” “After the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, our tourism enterprise actively fulfilled its 
responsibility to the environment,” and “After the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, our tourism enterprise can pay attention to 
the physical and mental health and professional development 
of employees.”

SE (time point 2, gathered from frontline 
employees)

At Time Point 2, this study used four items from Liu et al. 
(2014) to measure SE. Sample items are “I think I am good at 
coming up with new ideas,” and “I have confidence in my ability 
to creatively solve problems.”

SI (time point 3, gathered from frontline 
employees)

At Time Point 3, this study used eleven items from Secchi 
et al. (2020) to measure SI. Sample items are “I often find new 
service methods to meet specific customer requirements,” “In the 
process of serving customers, I  often respond immediately to 
unexpected problems,” and “I often get information from many 
different sources in response to customer requests.”

Data analysis

The analysis was based on the structural equation model 
(SEM). SEM allows independent variables and dependent 
variables to contain measurement errors, and these errors can 
be eliminated through the measurement equation between the 
explicit and implicit variables (Hair et al., 2014). SEM combines 
two statistical techniques, factor analysis, and path analysis, which 
integrate factor analysis and multiple regression analysis. It can 
simultaneously measure and analyze multiple independent 
relationships. The assessment of a model using SEM generally 
follows a two-step process, namely, assessments of the 
measurement model and the structural model (Hair et al., 2014). 
Assessment of the measurement model entails the evaluation of 
the validity and reliability centered on the model’s latent variables 
(LVs). This evaluation involves the assessment of the relationships 
between the LVs and their associated items. The assessment of the 

TABLE 1 Descriptive features of the sample (N = 405).

Characteristic Percent Effective percentage Cumulative percentage

Enterprise type Hotel 151 37.3 37.3
Tourism agency 136 33.5 70.8

Scenic spot 118 29.2 100

Gender Male 168 41.5 41.5

Female 237 58.5 100

Age Below 20 107 26.3 26.3

Between 20 and 25 187 46.1 72.4

Between 26 and 31 112 27.6 100

Working years Below 1 111 27.5 27.5

Between 1 and 3 188 46.3 73.8

Between 4 and 6 94 23.2 97

7 and above 12 3 100

Education Below junior college 157 38.7 38.7

Junior college 163 40.3 79

Bachelor’s degree or above 85 21 100
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structural model is concerned with the relationships between LVs 
(Hair et al., 2014). Additionally, this study adopts a bootstrapping 
method to verify the mediating role of SE.

Results

Measurement model

Descriptive statistical analysis
SPSS 25 was used to perform the descriptive statistical analysis 

of each measurement scale (Table 2). The standard deviations of 
the measurement items of SI, SE, and CSR are relatively stable. The 
skewness and kurtosis are also relatively stable, and the absolute 
values of the skewness and kurtosis are all less than 3, indicating 
that the scores of the surveyed objects are highly effective and 
stable (Lu et al., 2020).

Reliability and validity
The assessment of the measurement model involves an 

evaluation of reliability and validity. Reliability is mainly measured 
from two aspects: corrected item total correlation (CITC) and 
Cronbach’s α (Hair et al., 2014). Validity in turn comprises two 
main types: convergent and discriminant validity. Convergent 
validity is often assessed by way of two key coefficients [56]: the 
composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE). 
In assessing a model’s convergent validity, the loading of each 

indicator on its associated LV must be calculated and compared 
to a threshold. Generally, the loading should be higher than 0.7 for 
validity to be considered acceptable.

According to Preacher and Hayes (2008), the reliability of 
each scale can be ensured by calculating the value of CITC and 
Cronbach’s α after deleting the item. Table  3 revealed that 
Cronbach’s α values for all variables exceeded the minimum 
threshold level of 0.70, namely 0.820, 0.842, and 0.909. The CITC 
of each item is higher than 0.5, and the value of each CITC is also 
less than the Cronbach’s α after deleting the item. Therefore, it 
indicates the acceptable reliability of all variables used in this study 
(Preacher and Hayes, 2008).

Table  4 indicates that the CRs for all the LVs in the 
measurement model exceeded 0.7, namely 0.8385, 0.8471, and 
0.8721. It shows that the measurement model presents acceptable 
composite reliability. In addition to the previously discussed 
criteria for convergent validity, the AVEs of the LVs should also 
be higher than 0.5 for their convergent validity to be considered 
acceptable. Table 4 reveals that AVE for all factors exceeded the 
minimum threshold value of 0.50, namely 0.512, 0.5830, and 
0.6945. It indicates the convergent validity of all variables 
are acceptable.

Table 5 shows that the correlation coefficients between the 
three variables are 0.273, 0.426, and 0.583, and the p-values of 
each correlation coefficient are all less than 0.01. In addition, the 
square root values of AVE are 0.716, 0.764, 0.833, respectively, 
which are higher than all the correlation coefficient values, so 

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics.

Scale Item No. Mean Std. deviation
Skewness Kurtosis

Statistic Std. error Statistic Std. error

SI SI1 3.43 0.872 0.007 0.121 −0.378 0.242

SI2 3.3 0.897 0.142 0.121 −0.494 0.242

SI3 3.22 0.943 −0.22 0.121 −0.384 0.242

SI4 3.61 0.803 −0.189 0.121 −0.109 0.242

SI5 3.96 0.75 −0.423 0.121 0.001 0.242

SI6 3.17 0.794 0.109 0.121 −0.34 0.242

SI7 3.89 0.73 −0.175 0.121 −0.359 0.242

SI8 3.03 0.941 0.343 0.121 −0.201 0.242

SI9 2.92 1.028 0.361 0.121 −0.521 0.242

SI10 2.93 0.94 0.528 0.121 0.103 0.242

SI11 2.82 0.947 0.515 0.121 0.306 0.242

SE SE1 3.55 0.735 0.227 0.121 −0.353 0.242

SE2 3.76 0.733 −0.152 0.121 −0.246 0.242

SE3 4.07 0.766 −0.388 0.121 −0.482 0.242

SE4 3.98 0.748 −0.111 0.121 −0.836 0.242

CSR CSR1 3.87 0.689 −0.142 0.121 −0.206 0.242

CSR2 3.66 0.709 0.102 0.121 −0.385 0.242

CSR3 3.59 0.714 −0.033 0.121 0.216 0.242

CSR4 3.69 0.913 −0.423 0.121 −0.234 0.242

CSR5 3.74 0.753 −0.271 0.121 0.407 0.242

CSR, corporate social responsibility; SI, service improvisation; SE, self-efficacy.
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the three variables have satisfactory discriminant validity 
(Preacher and Hayes, 2008).

Structural model

The structural model fit was estimated using indices 
including χ2/df, RMSEA, GFI, IFI, CFI, TLI (Preacher and 
Hayes, 2008). When the value of χ2/df is between 1 and 3, the 
model has a simple adaptation degree. The standard values of 
GFI, IFI, TLI, and CFI are all above 0.9, and the standard value 
of RMSEA is lower than 0.05 (good fit) and less than 0.08 
(suitable). Table  6 shows the indexes of this study’s model 
fitness. From these results, the structural model of this study has 
a good degree of fitness.

Some scholars have pointed out that R2 can represent the 
explanatory effect of the structural model. When the R2 value is 
greater than 0.09, it indicates that the structural model has a 
good explanatory effect. According to Table 7, in the structural 
model of this study, the R2 of SE and SI are 0.10 and 0.57, 
respectively, indicating that the model of this study has a good 
explanatory effect.

As shown in Table 7, CSR has a significant positive effect on 
SI (β = 0.285, p < 0.001) and SE (β = 0.320, p < 0.001). Therefore, 
Hypotheses H1 and H2 are supported. SE has a significant 
positive effect on SI (β = 0.548, p < 0.001), so Hypothesis H3 is 
also supported.

Mediation test

This study used Bootstrapping method to test the mediating 
effect following the existing literature (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). 
When verifying the mediating effect by the Bootstrapping method, 
the main reference standard is the confidence interval of the 
indirect effect. If the upper and lower limits of the confidence 
interval are both higher than 0 or both lower than 0, that is, if 0 is 
not included, it indicates that the indirect effect exists.

Table 8 shows that the SE of frontline employees in tourism 
enterprises has a significant mediating effect on the relationship 
between CSR and SI (confidence interval is 0.02 to 0.07, which 
does not straddle 0; Preacher and Hayes, 2008), and the indirect 
effect is 0.14, which means that Hypothesis 4  in this study is 
partially supported.

Discussion

From the perspective of SCT, this study discusses the 
influencing mechanism of tourism CSR on SI of frontline 
employees in the context of COVID-19 and explores the midiating 
role of SE in the relationship. Through the collection and analysis 
of data from frontline employees at three distinct time points, this 

TABLE 3 Reliability analysis.

CITC Cronbach’s α after 
deleting the item Cronbach’s α

CSR 0.593 0.791 0.820

0.658 0.772

0.638 0.777

0.586 0.800

0.614 0.784

SE 0.663 0.762 0.842

0.568 0.845

0.694 0.792

0.686 0.796

SI 0.625 0.902 0.909

0.659 0.900

0.688 0.899

0.609 0.903

0.620 0.903

0.664 0.900

0.617 0.903

0.668 0.900

0.682 0.900

0.686 0.899

0.706 0.898

CSR, corporate social responsibility; SI, service improvisation; SE, self-efficacy.

TABLE 4 The results of the confirmatory factor analysis.

Latent 
variable No. Factor 

loading R2 CR AVE

CSR 0.8385 0.512

CSR1 0.66 0.44

CSR2 0.84 0.70

CSR3 0.73 0.54

CSR4 0.69 0.48

CSR5 0.64 0.41

SE 0.10 0.8471 0.5830

SE1 0.84 0.70

SE2 0.64 0.41

SE3 0.78 0.61

SE4 0.78 0.60

SI 0.57 0.8721 0.6945

SI1 0.77 0.59

SI2 0.83 0.69

SI3 0.85 0.72

SI4 0.75 0.56

SI5 0.77 0.60

SI6 0.65 0.42

SI7 0.77 0.60

SI8 0.75 0.56

SI9 0.77 0.59

SI10 0.81 0.65

SI11 0.84 0.71

CSR, corporate social responsibility; SI, service improvisation; SE, self-efficacy.
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TABLE 7 Path parameters.

Hypothesis 
relationship Path relationship Estimate S.E. C.R.(t) p β R2

H1 CSR → SI 0.314 0.063 4.984 *** 0.285 0.57

H2 CSR → SE 0.398 0.074 5.404 *** 0.320 0.10

H3 SE → SI 0.485 0.055 8.875 *** 0.548 0.57

CSR, corporate social responsibility; SI, service improvisation; SE, self-efficacy; *** = p < 0.001.

TABLE 8 Confidence interval.

Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Total effect 0.47 0.05 0.37 0.57

Direct effect 0.28 0.04 0.20 0.37

Indirect effect (SE) 0.14 0.03 0.09 0.19

SE, self-efficacy.

study find that CSR has a positive impact on the SI and SE of 
frontline employees. Furthermore, SE, as an important 
psychological state, can not only directly promote the SI of 
frontline employees, but also play a partially mediating role in the 
relationship between CSR and SI. In a word, this study initially 
explores the relationship between CSR and SI, and discusses SE to 
open the “black box” in the tourism industry in the context of 
COVID-19.

First, we have verified that tourism CSR can directly promote 
the SI and SE of frontline employees, which is consistent with SCT 
(Tuan, 2018). According to SCT, the external environment can 
have a significant impact on an individual’s psychological state and 
behavioral orientation. That is to say, in the face of crisis, the 
strategy of tourism enterprises will not only directly affect the 
performance of enterprises, but also have an impact on the 
psychological state and service behavior of employees. In the 
context of COVID-19, the fulfillment of CSR has become an 
important strategy for tourism enterprises to cope with the crisis. 
However, the effectiveness of tourism CSR is still worth discussing. 
Through the study of frontline employees of Chinese tourism 
enterprises, this study confirms that the fulfillment of tourism 
CSR is conducive to enhancing the SE and SI of frontline 
employees, which is similar to previous research (Newman et al., 

2014; Gond et al., 2017). This further verifies that the fulfillment 
of tourism CSR has a certain effect on responding to the crisis. In 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the fulfillment of tourism 
CSR not only directly give more care and protection to frontline 
employees, but also indirectly set a positive example for employees. 
Therefore, employees will identify more with the enterprise and 
actively learn from the company. In this way, when they face 
uncertain needs of customers, they will be  more confident in 
themselves and the enterprise, and then promote SE and SI.

Second, we  confirmed that frontline employees’ SE has a 
positive impact on their SI, which is coherent amid the preceding 
literature (Hmieleski and Corbett, 2008). According to SCT, 
individuals choose their behavior through judgments about the 
way they behave (Huang, 2017). Individuals with high self-efficacy 
will have strong confidence in their abilities and motivation to act 
on the actions they choose. SI is a stressful action of an individual 
to an unknown problem in the context of complex mutations. This 
immediate action is based on the individual’s self-confidence and 
good self-perception of his own abilities. Good psychological 
perception is a powerful motivator for employees to produce 
improvisational behaviors (Ullah I. et al., 2021). Employees with 
low self-efficacy who are not confident in their abilities will take a 
conservative approach to difficulties. On the contrary, employees 

TABLE 5 Correlation coefficient analysis.

Latent variable Mean S.D. CSR SE SI

CSR 3.710 0.580 0.716

SE 3.839 0.614 0.273** 0.764

SI 3.299 0.638 0.426** 0.583** 0.833

CSR, corporate social responsibility; SI, service improvisation; SE, self-efficacy; ** = p < 0.01; The numbers in bold on the diagonal line represent the square root of the AVE.

TABLE 6 Fitness index.

χ2 χ2/df SRMR RMSEA GFI CFI IFI TLI

445.674 1.165 0.043 0.045 0.915 0.959 0.960 0.954
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with high self-efficacy will adopt active and flexible solutions to 
unexpected problems, so as to meet the needs of self-realization. 
In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, frontline employees 
face more uncertainty. Employees with a high sense of self-efficacy 
are able to actively face the pressures of the COVID-19 pandemic 
to better serve their customers in uncertainty situation.

Third, this study found that SE plays a partial mediating role 
between the relationship of CSR and SI. This finding is consistent 
with previous research (Ullah I. et  al., 2021; Zhao and Zhou, 
2021). According to SCT, the external environment affects the 
behavior of employees through their psychological state. Our 
research also further confirms SCT. In the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the fulfillment of tourism CSR can give 
employees more care and support. In this way, frontline employees 
will have a higher level of self-efficacy in the face of the pressure 
of the COVID-19 epidemic. They believe they are capable enough 
to deal with the dilemma they face. Therefore, they will actively 
adjust their service strategies according to different service needs 
to cope with the uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Conclusion

Theoretical contribution

First, this study expands on the study of CSR. On the one 
hand, this study enriches the study of micro-CSR. Existing CSR 
research focuses more on the corporate level, and relatively less on 
the employee level (Ibarnia et al., 2020). From the perspective of 
micro-CSR, this study explores the influencing mechanism of CSR 
fulfillment on the psychological state and behavior orientation of 
frontline employees, and further expands the research on CSR. On 
the other hand, this study confirms the effectiveness of CSR in 
tourism companies’ response to COVID-19. CSR has long been 
debated about its effectiveness in responding to crises (Aguinis 
et  al., 2020). After the outbreak of the new crown epidemic, 
although many tourism companies are actively fulfilling their 
corporate responsibilities (Ham and Kim, 2020), there is still no 
conclusion on whether the fulfillment of corporate social 
responsibility can help enterprises survive the crisis. This study 
focuses on frontline employees of Chinese tourism enterprises and 
confirms that in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism 
CSR has a positive impact on the psychological state and behavior 
of frontline employees. The fulfillment of tourism CSR can not 
only enhance the SE of employees in the face of crisis, but also 
encourage employees to actively adopt SI to meet customer needs. 
This further verifies the effectiveness of CSR response to 
COVID-19.

Second, this study enriches the study of SCT. On the one 
hand, this study extends the study of SE in the context of crisis. As 
a positive psychological state, SE is an assessment and recognition 
of employees’ own abilities (Bandura, 1986). However, there has 
been a lack of systematic discussion about whether employees can 
maintain a high level of SE in times of crisis (Shao et al., 2019). 

Taking the COVID-19 pandemic as the research background and 
frontline employees of tourism enterprises as the research object, 
this study systematically explores the causes and consequences of 
SE of frontline employees in the face of difficulties such as disease 
threats and uncertain needs. On the other hand, this study 
enriches the antecedent and consequence variables of SE. This 
study introduced CSR as an antecedent variable, introduced SI as 
an outcome variable, and ultimately verified that SE has a 
significant mediating role on the relationship between CSR and SI.

Thirdly, this study further enriches the study of improvisation. 
On the one hand, this study expands the research context. As a 
high-contact industry, the tourism industry has a high degree of 
uncertainty in the demand of tourists, which is consistent with the 
connotation of the concept of improvisation (John et al., 2006). 
However, most of the existing improvisation research is based on 
manufacturing and high-tech industries, ignoring the attention 
and discussion of the tourism industry (Secchi et al., 2020). Taking 
Chinese tourism companies as a case study, this study 
systematically explored the improvisation of frontline employees 
in the face of uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. On 
the other hand, this study enriches the research on the influencing 
mechanism of SI. Improvisation is an important behavior to deal 
with uncertainty, and the research on it is more about theoretical 
derivation and case analysis, and lacks empirical research (Secchi 
et al., 2020). In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, this study 
systematically explored the influencing mechanism of tourism 
CSR on SI of frontline employees, and verified the mediating role 
of SE on the relationship between CSR and SI.

Practical implications

Tourism enterprises should actively fulfill their social 
responsibilities to customers. In the post-pandemic era, tourism 
enterprises should actively disclose and update the changes in the 
pandemic situation in the local city, the weather conditions in 
recent days, and the health of the customers they receive. Such 
strategies help to ensure that customers have a safe consumption 
environment. Tourism enterprises should also actively perform 
disinfection and epidemic prevention work. For example, they 
should provide customers with disinfection protection kits for free 
or at low prices. Besides, tourism enterprises should actively take 
care of customers’ emotions and special circumstances. For 
example, when customers are unable to travel or consume due to 
their physical conditions, tourism enterprises should deal with 
these problems according to the specific circumstances and 
formulate clear service procedures. They should try to avoid 
cumbersome service processes.

Tourism enterprises should also actively fulfill their 
responsibilities to the public. First, tourism enterprises should 
rely on the characteristics of industries that are more relevant 
(e.g., food, lodging, tourism, shopping, and entertainment) to 
provide the public with more comprehensive and detailed 
pandemic consultation. Second, tourism enterprises should 
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provide corresponding free or discounted services to individuals 
that have made important contributions to pandemic prevention 
and should simplify or clarify the redemption process as much 
as possible. In addition, tourism enterprises may provide more 
job opportunities, or materials to families and individuals that 
have been greatly influenced by the pandemic. For example, 
hotels can donate some bedding and toiletries and provide some 
service training.

Tourism enterprises should establish a people-oriented 
corporate culture. Frontline employees are often at the lowest level 
of tourism enterprises. They have lower education, lower wages, 
and lower social status. However, they are the bridge between 
tourism enterprises and customers. Therefore, tourism enterprises 
should actively take care of the emotional needs of employees and 
establish a people-oriented corporate culture.

First, in terms of employee incentives, tourism enterprises 
should make fair and reasonable arrangements for frontline 
employees based on their working performance and ability. For 
example, some employees pointed out that “My ability is completely 
capable of being a supervisor. However, to stabilize and take care of 
the emotions of the old employees, the enterprises gave the position 
to the old employees.” This can easily lead to employees’ 
psychological imbalance, negative emotions, non-active work, and 
resignation. Second, in terms of employee care, tourism 
enterprises should set up a special psychological counseling 
department to guide and manage the emotions of frontline 
employees, thereby reducing the possibility of their emotional 
exhaustion. Tourism enterprises should reduce the intensity of 
punishment, give more recognition and care to frontline 
employees, stimulate their intrinsic motivation, and help them 
realize their value. Tourism enterprises may also set up employee 
clubs, organize birthday parties, sports activities, employee 
networking, etc., to strengthen communication and exchanges 
between employers and employees. Third, in terms of customer 
relations, due to the uneven quality of customers and the 
uncertainty of customer needs, tourism enterprises should actively 
protect the interests of frontline employees, especially when 
frontline employees are improperly treated by customers or 
unreasonable service needs. Enterprises must actively protect the 
interests of frontline employees and ensure their physical and 
mental safety.

Limitations and suggestions for 
future research

This study merely delved into the relationship among CSR, SE 
and SI from frontline employees’ perspectives in tourism 
enterprises. Therefore, future research should take one step further 
from the following aspects. First, different types of employees can 
be  investigated, and horizontal comparative analysis should 
be  conducted in future research. Second, future research may 
collect the data from the customer perspective to obtain more 

objective research results. In this study, in-depth interviews and 
questionnaires are mainly used for data collection. Both two data 
collection methods are highly subjective and are easily affected by 
factors such as the surrounding environment, one’s emotional 
state, memory bias, etc. Therefore, future research should adopt a 
more comprehensive and well-designed approach to collect 
the data.
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Introduction: Customer agility (CA) and market orientation have been widely 

discussed in prior research. Also, the role of brand image in business making-

decision has been emphasized. However, the current analysis lacks integrating 

the relationship among the three concepts. Thus, this study creatively creates 

a causal relationship model of CA, market orientation, and brand image. 

Methods: Finally, 289 valid samples from the managers in Chinese market 

was collected for further analysis by partial least squares structural equation 

modeling (PLS-SEM). 

Results: The results show that market orientation can positively affect CA (both 

customer-sensing capability and customer-responding capability), and CA 

will further have a positive influence on brand image. Also, market orientation 

has a direct impact on brand image. Additionally, CA (both customer-sensing 

capability and customer-responding capability) will mediate the impact of 

market orientation on brand image. 

Discussion: The research has both theoretical and practical contributions. From 

the theoretical perspective, the results contribute to enriching the brand theory, 

strategy management, and marketing research. From the practical perspective, 

the investigation enlightens managers to pay attention to the roles of CA 

implementation and market orientation strategies in enhancing their brand image.

KEYWORDS

customer agility, market orientation, brand image, PLS-SEM, customer-sensing 
capability, customer-responding capability

Introduction

Customer agility (CA), as a dynamic capability to maintain the competitive advantage 
of an enterprise, plays an increasingly prominent role in the practical business activities. 
The current research has focused on some key antecedents of CA, such as technology 
capability, knowledge management, and organizational structure (Roberts and Grover, 
2012a; Chatfield and Reddick, 2018; Panda and Rath, 2021), and its consequences, such 
as firm performance and competitive activities (Roberts and Grover, 2012b). As the 
essence of customer-centered concept, CA implementation and its effectiveness have a 
profound impact on market-perspective and customer-perspective performance 
(Ngo and Vu, 2020; Wamba, 2022). However, the prior CA research framework has not 
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been systematized, and does not appear in business analysis as a 
broader concept.

The positive impact of market orientation (MO) on related 
agility (e.g., organizational agility, supply chain agility, business 
process agility, strategic agility) has been confirmed by several 
investigations (e.g., Kanten et al., 2017; Kurniawan et al., 2020a; 
Alobaidi, 2021; Suprapti and Suparmi, 2022). However, the 
driving role of market orientation on CA has not been specifically 
presented. The agility literature has revealed the homogeneity of 
CA and related agility. Therefore, it implies that the market 
orientation can become the antecedent of CA. Market orientation 
is considered as one of strategic orientations, which has a strong 
impact on organizational performance (Butkouskaya and Llonch-
Andreu, 2021). Prior studies emphasize the cruciality of market 
orientation as its definition clearly explains that it is an 
organizational ability to perceive multi-dimensional market 
information (customers, competitors, and environmental trends; 
Kurniawan et al., 2020a; Nurcholis, 2020). Market orientation can 
significantly improve the organizations’ market performance 
depending on the sensitive reactions caused to the market changes 
(Suprapti and Suparmi, 2022).

Also, as a customer-related concept, brand image is rarely 
associated with agility. The brand literature pays more attention 
to the relationship between brand image and brand trust, brand 
loyalty and brand equity. More specifically, a large number of 
surveys have confirmed the positive impact of brand image on 
brand equity (Lee et  al., 2014). Brand image is also one 
component of brand equity (Sasmita and Suki, 2015). Brand 
trust and brand loyalty can be considered as drivers of brand 
image (Alhaddad, 2015). Brand image refers to consumers’ 
long-term memory and preference for a brand (Faircloth et al., 
2001). It will affect consumers’ purchase decisions (Waluya 
et  al., 2019). From an enterprise perspective, it helps the 
company host new brands and pick up the sales of current 
brands (Lee et  al., 2011). To some extent, brand image 
determines firms’ performance (Zhang, 2015). Therefore, this 
paper investigates brand image as the outcome of CA 
implementations. Previous studies have investigated the impact 
of organizational agility on brand image.

Additionally, market orientation is widely applied in brand 
theory (Iyer et al., 2019). However, most studies focus on the role 
of market orientation towards enhancing brand performance 
(O'Cass and Ngo, 2007). As an organizational strategic strategy, 
market orientation can help consumers deepen their memory of 
the brand, form a good impression, and ultimately improve the 
enterprises’ performance through integrated marketing 
communication channels (Butkouskaya and Llonch-Andreu, 
2021). The organization’s market orientation strategies are 
conducive to guiding consumers to form a good brand image 
(Urde et al., 2013). Accordingly, this study demonstrates market 
orientation as another pre-influencing factor to improve 
brand image.

This study contributes to expand the CA implementation in 
the brand theory by combining the CA concept with brand image. 

Also, the investigation contributes to enrich the marketing and 
communication research through closing the gap of introducing 
market orientation as the antecedent of brand image. From the 
managerial perspective, the research stimulates managers to focus 
more on the role of CA practices in the brand management and 
decision-making process. Moreover, market orientation strategies 
should be emphasized together in the CA implementation and 
brand image maintenance.

Literature review and hypothesis 
development

Customer agility

Agility is described by Ngo and Vu (2020) as a few groups of 
particular corporate procedures that identify environmental 
changes and respond quickly and successfully. CA is 
fundamentally about “deploying resources to respond to rapidly 
changing market conditions and developing routines in pursuit of 
improved effectiveness in responses to emerging demands” (Zhou 
et al., 2018, p. 515). It is a customer-centered dynamic capability 
of an organization (Roberts and Grover, 2012a). Its ultimate 
purpose is to quickly grasp customers’ need changes and flexibly 
meet their demands grasp through CA activities implementation 
(Ngo and Vu, 2020). Many resources of enterprises will be invested 
and integrated to address the core needs of consumers (Zhou 
et al., 2018). It is consistent of customer-sensing capability and 
customer-responding capability (Roberts and Grover, 2012a). The 
effectiveness of CA implementations determines firms’ 
performance and their competitive advantages (Roberts and 
Grover, 2012b). Essentially, CA has similar attributes and 
characteristics with other related agility, such as supply chain 
agility, strategic agility, organizational agility, business process 
agility, etc.

Market orientation

Market orientation is conceptualized by Jaworski and Kohli 
(1993) as a strategic business orientation, including intelligence 
generation, intelligence dissemination and coordinated action. It 
presents an organization’s ability to test the changes in market 
conditions and address these dynamics timely to sustain its 
performance (Mandal and Saravanan, 2019). Therefore, market-
oriented companies should specially focus on the market 
orientation role in the intricate business environment 
(Butkouskaya and Llonch-Andreu, 2021).

Brand image

Brand image is explained as “how a brand is perceived by 
consumers” (Aaker, 1996, p.  71). It is about “the mental 
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representation of the brand based on individual consumer’s 
beliefs, ideas and impression” (Malik et al., 2012, p. 13069). The 
brand image plays a key role in the development of a brand, as 
it directly influences consumers’ trust in the brand and 
determines their purchase intentions (Wijaya, 2013). More and 
more companies are focusing on cultivating and enhancing 
their brand image due to its strategic role in business operation 
and its significant impact on firm performance (Malik 
et al., 2012).

Customer agility and market orientation

Previous research has confirmed the positive impacts of 
market orientation on related agility. For instance, Alobaidi 
(2021) proves that market orientation positively affects 
supply chain agility. The conclusion from Kurniawan et al. 
(2020a) demonstrates that organizations can improve their 
business process agility using the centrality of market 
orientation by orchestrating internal and external resources. 
Additionally, Nurcholis (2020) clarifies that market 
orientation has a direct and positive effect on firms’ agility. 
Extra evidence from survey of Kurniawan et  al. (2020b) 
uncovers that market orientation will drive organizations’ 
strategic agility. According to the similarity between CA and 
related agility (e.g., supply chain agility; business process 
agility; strategic agility), the following hypothesis could 
be accordingly stated:

H1: Market orientation positively affects CA.

H1a: Market orientation positively affects customer-
sensing capability.

H1b: Market orientation positively affects customer-
responding capability.

Customer agility and brand image

The association between agility and image has been 
discussed in several surveys. For example, Yi (2008) finds a 
close connection between firms’ agility and corporate image. 
Mohammad Shafiee and Ahmadzadeh (2017) confirm the 
positive impact of organizational agility on brand image. 
Additionally, as a customer-centric capability, customer 
agility aims to meet customers’ demands (Roberts and 
Grover, 2012b). Conversely, once customers’ needs are met, 
they will create good impression of the brand or products. 
And according to the similarity between CA and 
organizational agility, the following hypothesis could 
be accordingly stated:

H2: CA positively affects brand image.

H2a: Customer-sensing capability positively affects 
brand image.

H2b: Customer-responding capability positively affects 
brand image.

Thus, the existence of the above-mentioned relationship between 
market orientation and brand image may have a further indirect 
impact on the CA implementation. Moreover, several direct evidence 
suggest the mediation role of strategic agility in the relationship 
between market orientation and firm performance (Kurniawan et al., 
2020a). The results from Nurcholis (2020) shows that firms’ agility 
plays a mediating role in the effect of market orientation on 
marketing performance. According to the similarity between CA and 
related agility, the following hypothesis could be accordingly stated:

H3: CA mediates the relationship between market orientation 
and brand image.

H3a: Customer-sensing capability mediates the relationship 
between market orientation and brand image.

H3b: Customer-responding capability mediates the 
relationship between market orientation and brand image.

Brand image and market orientation

Market orientation can be the driver of brand performance 
(O'Cass and Ngo, 2007). Iyer et al. (2019) point out that market 
orientation is a brand image-based strategy. Also, market orientation 
can significantly enhance brand equity (Ind and Bjerke, 2007). 
While brand image is a key component of brand equity (Urde et al., 
2013). Thus, the following hypothesis could be accordingly stated:

H4: Market orientation positively affects brand image.

Based on the aforementioned hypotheses and the relationships 
among various constructs, the following research framework is 
developed (Figure 1).

Methodology

Research design, data collection and 
sample information

The survey is conducted via the electronic questionnaire form 
for delivery (Lewis, 1995). Electronic questionnaire is widely applied 
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in current academic research because of their efficiency, convenience 
and low cost (Wright, 2005). In order for respondents to fill in items 
more accurately, some terms (such as CA, market orientation, etc.) 
are explained in the beginning of the questionnaire. Also, 
respondents can ask about items that they have difficulty 
understanding through the message function of the electronic 
questionnaire. To increase the response rate, each respondent will 
receive a monetary reward for completing the questionnaire. The 
respondents are targeted at enterprise managers in Chinese market. 
The original questionnaire is created in English based on previous 
literature. Then it is translated in Chinese to make respondents better 
understand the items. Through back translation, no wording issues 
are identified. Before official delivery, six experts from business 
discipline are invited to recheck the questionnaire. The questionnaire 
is issued from August 1, 2022, to September 1, 2022. A total of 300 
questionnaires are delivered and finally, 289 valid questionnaires are 
collected for further data analysis. Table 1 presents the respondents’ 
profile information, including age, educational background, marital 
status, gender, geographical origin, working years and industry. The 
characteristics of the sample information are generally consistent 
with the current demographic and social characteristics of China.

Measurement

The Likert 5-point scale is applied in the research (Joshi et al., 
2015). The scales of Kohli et  al. (1993) are adopted for the 

measures of market orientation. The measurement items of CA 
come from Roberts and Grover (2012a,b). Brand image mainly 
draws on the measurement criterion of Hien et al. (2020). The full 
list of scales used is presented in Table 2.

Data analysis

This study will apply partial least squares structural equation 
modeling (PLS-SEM) to test the hypotheses with SmartPLS 3 
(Hair et al., 2019). The Two-step PLS approach will be conducted, 
consists of estimation of the measurement model and examination 
of the structural model. The final fitting indexes (SRMR, duls, dg) 
of original data meet the standardized requirements (Dijkstra and 
Henseler, 2015). The convergent validity, discriminant validity, 
and reliability of the scale are calculated for testing the 
measurement model (Henseler et al., 2016).

Results

Model validation

Table 2 shows that Cronbach’s alpha is above 0.7, composite 
reliability (CR) values are greater than 0.7, average extracted 
variance (AVE) values are higher than 0.5, and the outer loadings 
are above 0.7 (Table 2). All the results comply with the standards. 

FIGURE 1

Research model.
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Then, the structural model is examined through the bootstrap 
resampling program.

The discriminant validity of the scale is shown in Table 3. The 
average extraction variance of each variable is greater than the 
correlation coefficient between this and other variables, indicating 
that the scale’s discriminant validity is also acceptable.

Estimation of research model

From the values of path coefficients (estimate) and significance 
levels (C.R.) of each latent variable in the results of structural 
equation modelling analysis, it is possible to determine the causal 
relationship and influence strength between various factors and 
test the overall path hypothesis proposed above (see Table 4). 
Among the seven hypothesized paths, the standardized path 
coefficients of five paths (including MO-- > CSC; MO-- > CRC; 
MO-- > CA; CRC-- > BI; CA-- > BI) passed the significance test of 
0.001 level. The standardized path coefficients of these five paths 
are 0.220, 0.268, 0.310, 0.207, and 0.278, respectively. Specifically, 
H1a, H1b, H1, H2a, and H2 passed the significance test of 0.001. 
Meanwhile, the standardized path coefficients of the two paths 
(CSC-- > BI; MO-- > BI) passed the significance test of 0.05 level, 
0.149, and 0.117, respectively. Their p-values are 0.010 and 0.046, 
respectively. Therefore, the empirical data support H2a and H4.

Mediation test

In this study, the procedure proposed by MacKinnon et al. 
(2002) was used to test the mediation effect of customer-sensing 

capability and customer-responding capability using the 
Bootstrap method of AMOS software. The sample size was 
chosen to be  2000, and the mediating effect was judged to 
be significant based on whether the indirect effect included 0 at 
the 95% confidence interval.

The analysis (Table  5) showed that customer-sensing 
capability mediates the impact of market orientation on brand 
image with 95% confidence intervals of (0.006; 0.067), excluding 
0. The indirect effect of customer-sensing capability is 0.033, 
which is significant at the level of 0.05. Customer-responding 
capability also mediates the impact of market orientation on 
brand image with 95% confidence intervals of (0.021; 0.100), 
excluding 0. And the indirect effect of customer-responding 
capability is 0.056, which is significant at the level of 0.01. The 
mediating effect of customer-responding capability is higher than 
that of customer-sensing capability. The overall mediating role of 
CA in the impact of market orientation on brand image is 
significant, with 95% confidence intervals of (0.043, 0.145), 
excluding 0. The overall indirect effect of CA is 0.086.

Discussion

Theoretical contributions

Firstly, the impact of market orientation on CA contributes to 
the strategic management by closing the gap of lacking analysis of 
the relationship between strategic orientations and firms’ agility. 
Specifically, this study finds that market orientation will have a 
positive influence on both customer-sensing capability and 
customer-responding capability, which extends the conclusion of 

TABLE 1 Sample information.

Respondents Items Percentage N Respondents Items Percentage N

Gender Male 46.71% 135 Education Elementary school 4.50% 13

Female 53.29% 154 Middle school 15.57% 45

Total 100% 289 High school 23.53% 68

Age Under 18 years old 0.35% 1 College 24.22% 70

18–25 years old 19.38 56 Bachelor’s degree 22.49% 65

26–30 years old 20.76% 60 Master’s degree 8.65% 25

31–40 years old 15.57% 45 Doctoral degree 1.04% 3

41–50 years old 24.91% 72 Total 100% 289

51–60 years old 11.07% 32 Working years Less than 1 year 4.15% 12

60 years old and above 7.96% 23 1–3 years 24.22% 70

Total 100% 289 3–5 years 19.38% 56

Marital status Unmarried 41.52% 120 5–10 years 30.80% 89

Married 58.48% 169 More than 10 years 21.45% 62

Total 100% 289 Total 100% 289

Geographical origin East China 19.03% 55 Industry in which 

you work

Manufacturing industry 104

West China 21.11% 61 Service industry 180

South China 16.61% 48 Others 5

North China 43.25% 125 Total 289

Total 100% 289

N, number of respondents.
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TABLE 2 Reliability and convergent validity tests of variables.

Variables Items Loadings

Customer-sensing capability (CSC) (Roberts and Grover, 2012a,b)

α = 0.958; C.R. = 0.967; AVE = 0.856

CSC1 We continuously try to discover additional needs of our customers of which they are unaware. 0.913

CSC2 We extrapolate key trends to gain insight into what users in a current market will need in the future. 0.891

CSC3 We continuously try to anticipate our customers’ needs even before they are aware of them. 0.898

CSC4 We attempt to develop new ways of looking at customers and their needs. 0.960

CSC5 We sense our customers’ needs even before they are aware of them. 0.961

Customer-responding capability (CRC) (Roberts and Grover, 2012a,b)

α = 0.878; C.R. = 0.911; AVE = 0.671

CRC1 We respond rapidly if something important happens concerning our customers. 0.839

CRC2 We quickly implement our planned activities concerning customers. 0.818

CRC3 We quickly react to fundamental changes concerning our customers. 0.821

CRC4 When we identify a new customer need, we are quick to respond to it. 0.819

CRC5 We are fast to respond to changes in our customers’ product or service needs. 0.794

Market orientation (MO) (Kohli et al., 1993)

α = 0.987; C.R. = 0.987; AVE = 0.709

MO1 In this business unit, we meet with customers at least once a year to find out what products or services they will need in the future. 0.803

MO2 Individuals from our manufacturing department interact directly with customers to learn how to serve them better. 0.839

MO3 In this business unit, we do a lot of in-house market research. 0.870

MO4 We are slow to detect changes in our customers’ product preferences. 0.868

MO5 We poll end users at least once a year to assess the quality of our products and services. 0.812

MO6 We often talk with or survey those who can influence our end users’ purchases (e.g., retailers, distributors). 0.797

MO7 We collect industry information by informal means (e.g., lunch with industry friends, talks with trade partners). 0.835

MO8 In our business unit, intelligence on our competitors is generated independently by several departments. 0.857

MO9 We are slow to detect fundamental shifts in our industry (e.g., competition, technology, regulation). 0.862

MO10 We periodically review the likely effect of changes in our business environment (e.g., regulation) on customers. 0.803

MO11 A lot of informal “hall talk” in this business unit concerns our competitors’ tactics or strategies. 0.873

MO12 We have interdepartmental meetings at least once a quarter to discuss market trends and developments. 0.864

MO13 Marketing personnel in our business unit spend time discussing customers’ future needs with other functional departments. 0.815

MO14 Our business unit periodically circulates documents (e.g., reports, newsletters) that provide information on our customers. 0.790

MO15 When something important happens to a major customer of market, the whole business unit knows about it within a short period. 0.836

MO16 Data on customer satisfaction are disseminated at all levels in this business unit on a regular basis. 0.839

MO17 There is minimal communication between marketing and manufacturing departments concerning market developments. 0.870

MO18 When one department finds out something important about competitors, it is slow to alert other departments. 0.864

MO19 It takes us forever to decide how to respond to our competitor’s price changes. 0.812

MO20 Principles of market segmentation drive new product development efforts in this business unit. 0.864

MO21 For one reason or another we tend to ignore changes in our customer’s product or service needs. 0.807

MO22 We periodically review our product development efforts to ensure that they are in line with what customers want. 0.863

MO23 Our business plans are driven more by technological advances than by market research. 0.869

MO24 Several departments get together periodically to plan a response to changes taking place in our business environment. 0.815

MO25 The product lines we sell depends more on internal politics than real market needs. 0.866

MO26 If a major competitor were to launch an intensive campaign targeted at our customers, we would implement a response 

immediately.

0.816

MO27 The activities of the different departments in this business unit are well coordinated. 0.865

MO28 Customer complaints fall on deaf ears in this business unit. 0.833

MO29 Even if we came up with a great marketing plan, we probably would not be able to implement it in a timely fashion. 0.837

MO30 We are quick to respond to significant changes in our competitors’ pricing structures. 0.866

MO31 When we find out that customers are unhappy with the quality of our service, we take corrective action immediately. 0.865

MO32 When we find that customers would like us to modify a product of service, the departments involved make concerted efforts 

to do so.

0.862

(Continued)
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Roberts and Grover (2012a). This finding demonstrates that 
market orientation can enhance the effectiveness of CA 
implementation in the business activities.

Secondly, the data from the survey uncovers that CA 
positively affects brand image, which contributes to the brand 
theory. More specifically, both customer-sensing capability and 
customer-responding capability will positively affect brand 
image, which is consistent with the findings of Jaworski and 
Kohli (1993). The results confirm that dynamic capabilities of 
an organization (e.g., CA) can improve its brand image.

Thirdly, the direct impact of market orientation on brand 
image confirms the findings of Mohammad Shafiee and 
Ahmadzadeh (2017), which proves that organizational agility 
will positively affect brand image. As a strategic concepts, 
market orientation will help organizations improve their 
brand image.

Finally, CA also mediates the relationship between market 
orientation and brand image, which complies with the results of 
Iyer et al. (2019). That is, when implementing market orientation 
to improve brand image, organizations should focus on the role 
of CA. Both customer-sensing capability and customer-
responding capability can help organizations to enhance their 
brand image when applying market orientation strategies. Also, 
it is necessary to give play to the synergy of customer sensing 
capability and customer responding capability, rather than 
separate them.

Practical contributions

The direct effects of market orientation and CA on brand 
image imply that managers can improve the image and attitude of 
consumers towards their brands through implementation of 
market orientation and CA activities. And the stronger influence 
of CA on brand image suggests that managers should invest more 
resources in improving their customer sensing and responding 
capability. Surely, the role of market orientation should not 
be ignored. The result that market orientation has a direct and 
positive impact on CA indicates that managers also need to pay 
attention to the effectiveness of conducting market orientation 

activities, because it will promote the improvement of some 
dynamic capabilities (such as CA) of enterprises. Additionally, the 
mediating role of CA in the relationship between market 
orientation and brand image indicates that managers can enhance 
the efficiency of market orientation towards improving brand 
image through the implementation of CA activities.

Research limitations

As with other research, this article also has some limitations. 
First, the research just estimates the impact of market orientation. 
Future study can analyze the effects of customer orientation and 
technology orientation on CA and brand image (Brady and 
Cronin 2001; Butkouskaya et al., 2021). Second, some moderators 
(e.g., company size and gender) are ignored in this study. Further 
analysis can be conducted by introducing these moderators on the 
basis of our model. Lastly, the investigation is only conducted in 

TABLE 2 (Continued)

Variables Items Loadings

Brand image (BI) (Hien et al., 2020)

α = 0.965; C.R. = 0.971; AVE = 0.850

BI1 This brand’s quality is high. 0.931

BI2 This brand’s features are better than its competitors’ ones. 0.917

BI3 This brand’s characteristics can be distinguished from competitors. 0.925

BI4 This brand does not disappoint its customers. 0.923

BI5 It is one of the best brands in the industry. 0.917

BI6 This brand is stable in the mark. 0.918

α, Cronbach’s alpha; C.R., composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted.

TABLE 3 Results of discriminant validity tests of the variables.

MO CSC CRC BI

Market orientation (MO) 0.842

Customer-sensing capability (CSC) 0.220 0.925

Customer-responding capability (CRC) 0.268 0.230 0.819

Brand image (BI) 0.205 0.223 0.273 0.922

TABLE 4 Results of the structural equation modelling test.

Path Estimate S.E. T value P Conclusion

MO-- > CSC 0.220 0.059 3.741 0.000*** H1a Supported

MO-- > CRC 0.268 0.059 4.546 0.000*** H1b Supported

MO-- > CA 0.310 0.059 5.251 0.000*** H1 Supported

CSC-- > BI 0.149 0.058 2.581 0.010* H2a Supported

CRC-- > BI 0.207 0.059 3.488 0.000*** H2b Supported

CA-- > BI 0.278 0.060 4.602 0.000*** H2 Supported

MO-- > BI 0.117 0.058 1.999 0.046* H4 Supported

MO, Market orientation; CSC, Customer-sensing capability; CRC, Customer-responding 
capability; CA, Customer agility; BI, Brand image. *** indicates p < 0.001; * indicates 
p < 0.05.
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one country. In the future, inter-country analysis can 
be further examined.

Conclusion

The investigation tests the causal relationship model of 
market orientation, CA, and brand image. More specifically, 
this study confirms the positive impact of market orientation 
on CA, and further the CA implementation role in enhancing 
brand image. Also, market orientation has a direct effect on 
brand image. The results show that market orientation 
positively affect both customer-sensing capability and 
customer-responding capability. Also, both customer-sensing 
capability and customer-responding capability can be drivers 
of brand image. Additionally, both customer-sensing capability 
and customer-responding capability will mediate the 
relationship between market orientation and brand image. 
Totally, CA can be the mediator in the relationship between 
market orientation and brand image.

This study has both theoretical contributions and managerial 
contributions. From the theoretical perspective, the study 
creatively connects the concepts of strategic orientation and 
agility, which contributes to enriching the strategic management 
research. The impact of CA and market orientation on brand 
image contributes to broaden the brand theory. Also, the 
mediating role of CA in the relationship between market 

orientation and brand image enlightens future research of the 
agility topic.

From the managerial perspective, the results enlighten 
managers should focus on the role of market orientation and CA 
in the process of optimizing their brand image. More specifically, 
managers should pay more attention to the cultivation of their 
customer sensing and responding capabilities. Also, the synergy 
influence of customer sensing and responding capabilities should 
be emphasized in the improvement of brand image through the 
implementation of market orientation activities.
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Dysfunctional and destructive leadership behaviors have begun to 

be  seen frequently in today’s business world. Likewise, toxic leadership, 

with incompetent supervision elements results with negative outputs for 

organizations and heavily for the employees. Employees may experience 

long-term stress in the work environment and develop emotional exhaustion, 

resulting in mental breakdown. Hence, this study aims to reveal the effects of 

toxic leadership on emotional exhaustion within the healthcare industry as 

a first step. Moreover, we also attempt to reveal the contingency of intrinsic 

motivation to lessen the reflections of toxic leadership on emotional exhaustion 

as a second step. Using PLS-SEM, we find that toxic leadership is positively 

associated with emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, our findings provide 

empirical evidence supporting the moderator role of intrinsic motivation on 

the relationship between toxic leadership and emotional exhaustion.

KEYWORDS

toxic leadership, emotional exhaustion, administrative nursing research, PLS-SEM, 
intrinsic motivation

Introduction

While many organizational behavior studies focus on traits and behaviors that make 
leaders effective, many leaders in professional life perform dysfunctional and destructive 
behaviors (Schmidt, 2008). Even though this “dark side” of leadership has been largely 
ignored (Reyhanoğlu and Akın, 2016), increasing expressions of displeasure by employees 
with the quality of the leadership they receive are addressed by such bodies as The Work 
Foundation and the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, all of which claim 
that workplace dysfunction and leadership toxicity may be  the normal of today’s 
organizational life (Walton, 2007).

“Toxic leadership is a silent killer.” Like a deadly poisonous snake, toxic leaders feed on 
energy from competent workers, and they depress competent workers who are also creative 
and energetic. In so doing, they create a demoralizing, dehumanizing, and fearful business 
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environment that paralysis the organization (Indradevi, 2016). For 
affected followers, toxic leadership behaviors are associated with 
psychological distress (i.e., anxiety and depression), emotional 
harm (i.e., emotional exhaustion, fear, and social isolation), and 
physical health problems (i.e., chronic fatigue and insomnia; 
Webster et al., 2016). As a very common leadership approach, 
particularly in “win or die” work cultures, toxic leadership results 
with loss of productivity, turnover, and legal problems. Toxic 
leadership is estimated to cost US employers $23.8 billion 
annually. According to a workforce consulting firm Life Meets 
Work report, 56% of employees complain about toxic leaders and 
the problematic business environment created by those leaders 
(Matos, 2017). Thus, toxic leadership is a negative leadership type 
with incompetent supervision elements (Dobbs, 2014) that creates 
substantial negative outputs for both organizations and employees, 
such as reduced employee satisfaction and commitment and 
increased psychological distress and burnout (Tepper, 2000; 
Wilson-Starks, 2003; Lipman-Blumen, 2005; Rubino et al., 2009; 
Aubrey, 2012; Özer et al., 2017).

Over the last 50 years, many studies are conducted on 
employee burnout (Maslach et  al., 2001; Halbesleben and 
Demerouti, 2005). Burnout is “a prolonged response to chronic 
emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job and is defined by 
the three dimensions of emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and 
inefficacy” (Maslach et al., 2001). Even though toxicity in general 
meaning seems to be  an important antecedent of emotional 
exhaustion by creating great stress on employees (Rubino et al., 
2009), empirical research on emotional exhaustion from toxicity 
perspective are scant. More specifically, toxic leadership, as 
considered the dark side of leadership, also leads to emotional 
exhaustion in employees. Yet very little empirical research shows 
that emotional exhaustion is studied from the perspective of 
leadership on the dark side. Accordingly, this paper aims to reveal 
the effects of toxic leadership on emotional exhaustion. For this 
purpose, we  consider toxic leadership as a five-dimensional 
construct (i.e., Abusive Supervision, Authoritarian Leadership, 
Narcissism, Self-Promotion, and Unpredictability) following with 
Schmidt (2008) study. Moreover, we also attempt to clarify the role 
of intrinsic motivation in the interrelationships among toxic 
leadership and emotional exhaustion. Intrinsic motivation is 
related to the intrinsic propensity to venture into the world for 
one’s enjoyment; to chase novelty, challenges, and learning 
opportunities (Gagné and Deci, 2005; Chang et  al., 2015). 
Emotional exhaustion is a state of burnout resulting from chronic 
stress caused by a mismatch between a person’s needs and the 
workplace atmosphere (Maslach and Leiter, 2008). Such a 
mismatch may also be caused at least partly because of motive 
incongruence. Employees generally choose their job with the 
objectives and tasks in their job based on their goals and their 
self-concept. A person’s goals and self-concept refer to the motive 
system (Kehr, 2004). So employees with higher intrinsic 
motivation may be more resilient to deal with toxic leaders and 
they may protect themselves against emotional exhaustion by their 
inner motives.

This study is substantially guided by the following important 
two research questions: (i) how toxic leadership affects emotional 
exhaustion and (ii) do the effects of toxic leadership on emotional 
burnout differ by virtue of the intrinsic motivation of employees? 
Self-determination Theory, a macro-theory that details the origins 
and outcomes of human behavior, focuses mainly on motivation 
and personality (Deci and Ryan, 2012; Adams et al., 2017). Self-
determination theory assumes that intrinsic motivation is a 
deeply evolved propensity to apply and extend the skills and 
capacities of human beings (Ryan et  al., 2009), such as the 
individual’s capacity to cope with toxic leaders. Accordingly, this 
study aims to enrich the self-determination theory by addressing 
the shielding role of intrinsic motivation against the negative 
effects of toxic leadership on employees in terms of emotional 
exhaustion. Interestingly, the interrelationships among toxic 
leadership, emotional exhaustion, and intrinsic motivation as a 
holistic model are relatively unexplored in the literature in 
developing countries—just like Turkey—in particular. As far as 
we  know, no methodological framework for such a holistic 
approach has been developed yet. To test our hypothesis, 
we selected the nurses working in private hospitals in İstanbul. 
The reason underneath the choice of nurses is that health 
institutions are convenient environments for toxic relationships 
as well as military organizations or political ones (Kusy and 
Holloway, 2009; Rosenstein, 2009; Roter, 2011). From a practical 
standpoint, the proposed model (Figure  1) enhances the 
understanding of health managers with regard to increasing 
emotional exhaustion and burnout of health sector employees.

Theoretical background

Toxic leadership

Leadership is a broadly studied concept in management and 
organizational behavior (OB) literature. Most of the literature 
abounds with studies on leadership styles that create an 
environment of trust that contributes to the development of their 
followers and the achievement of organizational goals. However, 
professional life encounters many examples of managers or leaders 
who act precisely the opposite (Bennis and Thomas, 2011). At this 
point, the concept of toxic leadership is coming out often in the 
leadership literature recently. The term toxic leadership has been 
used to define the leaders or managers who display maladaptive, 
malicious, and disgruntled behaviors, creating negative reflections 
on their subordinates. They also prevent information and 
cooperation while distrusting and demoralizing them (Kellerman, 
2008; Schmidt, 2008). The word toxic, which is of Greek origin, is 
defined as the potential to cause disability or even death by 
poisoning (Agid, 1998). The term toxicity is used in many areas. 
For instance, “emotional toxicity” is employed to define the 
individuals/employees who consume the energy of others, causes 
negative consequences such as anxiety and distress, and leads to a 
problematic organizational atmosphere that is generally 
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ineffective, inadequate, and destructive to the others (Bolton, 
2005; Bacal, 2012).

Whicker (1996) introduced the concept of toxic leadership as 
a leadership style that is negative, humiliating, dysfunctional, 
maladaptive, and malicious. Recent studies consider managers 
who—consciously or unconsciously—damage both the 
organizations and the employees as toxic leaders (Lipman-
Blumen, 2005; Williams, 2005). According to Wilson-Starks 
(2003), leaders who destroy employees’ self-esteem via formal 
authority and cause them to quit are also considered toxic leaders. 
Toxic leaders perform good behaviors to influence their superiors, 
allure people with their success, and become indispensable in the 
organization. This effect is not easily detectable, so toxic leaders 
can manipulate others to cover their destructive intentions 
(Lipman-Blumen, 2005). Moreover, with toxic leaders’ slow and 
deep moves, the organization cannot easily understand their real 
damage to the organization (Gangel, 2007; Reed, 2007).

Toxic behaviors may be  conscious, or they may 
unconsciously result from incompetence. Both cases are 
considered within the context of toxic leadership. Because—
consciously or unconsciously—the employees and the 
organization are exposed to demoralizing, malicious behaviors 
and experience the same hostile undermining climate. In both 
cases, selfish, destructive, bullying, and toxic behaviors toward 
employees are significant. Toxic leadership, which refers to the 
dark side of leadership, also reduces motivation and efficiency 
(Williams, 2005). According to Lubit (2004), toxic leaders have 
four key traits. The first one is narcissism with oppressive 
tendencies, over-controlling, and anti-social personality. The 

second trait is aggressiveness; toxic leaders often engage in 
bullying, are usually out of control, and behave angrily. The third 
trait is coercive, anxious, and apathetic authoritarianism. They 
are also arrogant, self-confident, and even control freaks, not 
caring about others. Bullying, disregarding the opinions of 
others, and the desire to expand the area of control is the fourth 
trait of this leadership.

Furthermore, another comprehensive study by Schmidt 
(2008), conducted in American Navy, puts forward a five-
dimensional toxic leadership construct composed of narcissism, 
unpredictability, self-promotion, and authoritarian and abusive 
leadership. To briefly explain the characteristics of toxic leaders:

 • Narcissistic leaders see themselves as superior to others. They 
use their legal authority to expand their position and consider 
that no one else has leadership, administration, or supervision 
skills like them. In addition, narcissistic leaders tend to 
expect others to admire them with the belief that they are 
unique (Rosenthal and Pittinsky, 2006; Reyhanoglu and 
Akin, 2020).

 • The behaviors and moods of toxic leaders are unpredictable. 
They are not competent at managing their emotions—those 
unexpected emotional states can cause negative consequences 
for the organization. Also, the daily mental mood of such 
leaders is a source of uncertainty that may affect the 
organization’s emotional status. Toxic leaders may sometimes 
be  friendly and welcoming, while they may be  cruel and 
malicious in other times. This unpredictable mood keeps 
everyone on edge. They create powerless employees by 

FIGURE 1

Research model.
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making them puzzled, and no one can be sure what is coming 
next (Schmidt, 2008).

 • Self-promoted leaders take all the credit for their team’s 
triumph and refer to all good results as achievements for 
increasing their self-interests. They reshape the work 
environment to improve their situation and support 
employees who serve their interests. Self-promoted leaders 
are good at impression management; they do not hesitate to 
imitate others while displaying their indispensability 
(Schmidt, 2008).

 • Authoritarian leaders establish a micromanagement system 
in which a sole person—themselves—gathers power. Using 
their authority as an element of pressure on others, 
authoritarian leaders strictly control their employees’ every 
activity. They issue orders and devalue the opinions of 
subordinates, but when it comes to an unfavorable situation, 
they blame others. Authoritarian leaders do not empower 
their subordinates or do not allow employees to use their 
creative potential. Leaders of this type gather all resources for 
their interests and are unwilling to delegate any power. The 
controlling role is dominant, and they expect obedience 
(Cheng et al., 2004).

 • Abusive leaders do not hesitate to use their employees outside 
of organizational tasks. They can exceed their legal edges for 
their own interests. Those leaders set arbitrary standards 
beyond administrative requirements. They can explicitly 
humiliate and abuse their employees, often reminding them 
of past failures (Tepper, 2000; Tepper, 2007). Abusive leaders 
make their subordinates feel insecure (Dobbs, 2014).

Based on the abovementioned characteristics, we conclude 
that toxic leaders try to dominate their followers instead of 
inspiring them. For their success, they do not consider the 
negative consequences of their behaviors on their subordinates 
and the organization. They may consume others’ energy and 
decrease their performance, So the work becomes more 
complicated, the efficiency decreases, and the positive 
relationships in the organization deteriorate. The employees’ well-
being is damaged (Lubit, 2004) which may result in 
emotional exhaustion.

Emotional exhaustion

The concept of emotional exhaustion was discussed as an 
explanatory element of the concept of burnout in Maslach (1982) 
research. Emotional exhaustion is considered to be burnout’s core 
dimension (Halbesleben and Bowler, 2007). Furthermore, 
emotional exhaustion is the central stage because it seizes the core 
of burnout (Shirom, 1989). Emotional exhaustion refers to the 
draining and depleting inner and outer energy (Anbar et  al., 
2007). According to Demerouti et al. (2001), emotional exhaustion 
results from prolonged exposure to intense physical and cognitive 
job demands. The overuse of feelings is one of the leading causes 

of emotional exhaustion (Maslach et  al., 2001). Emotional 
exhaustion is the initiation and significant component of burnout 
and mainly refers to reducing emotional and physical resources 
(Wright and Bonett, 1997; Maslach et al., 2001). In other words, 
emotional exhaustion is a state of exhaustion caused by excessive 
psychological needs in elevated human relationships (Jackson 
et  al., 1987). Emotional exhaustion emerges as a reaction to 
overwhelming emotional requests in which individuals are in 
intense emotional labor (Liu et al., 2020).

Emotional exhaustion is very common in professions where 
intense and face-to-face relations among people are inevitable 
(Örücü and Hasırcı, 2020). Extreme concerns and a deficit of 
energy cause the feeling of depleting emotional resources. As a 
result, commitment to achieve decreases, and job stress often 
increases. In such a set, it is almost impossible to manage the 
business requirements. Moreover, an individual with a negative 
mindset has great anxiety about the business environment (Cordes 
et  al., 1997). On account of additional anxiety, emotional 
exhaustion not only causes an upsurge in negative emotions such 
as fatigue, energy loss, weakness, depressive sensation, 
hopelessness, anger, impatience, and restlessness, but also a 
decline in positive emotions such as respect, friendship, and 
kindness (Ersoy et al., 2001). Earlier studies also indicate that 
several work features such as high job requests and workloads, 
term anxieties, and extended working hours are likely to donate 
to exhaustion (Bakker et al., 2000; Maslach et al., 2001; Bekker 
et  al., 2005). The broadly environmental consequences of 
emotional exhaustion are absenteeism, a decline in organizational 
performance due to the decrease in employee performance, and 
lowering productivity by expanding the employee costs of 
organizations (Maslach and Zimbardo, 1992; Ardıç and 
Polatçı, 2008).

Intrinsic motivation

Motivation takes its roots from the Latin word “movere,” 
which means “to move.” Woodworth (1918) first introduced 
motivation as “the energy that activates the individual.” As a 
critical antecedent of employee efficiency and productivity, 
motivation is among the main issues of management and 
organizational behavior literature. The source of motivation is 
goals, and it is of great importance to encourage employees by 
meeting a set of expectations. The term is based on the assumption 
that motivation occurs when three specific conditions are met: 
effort, performance, and outcome.

Satisfaction with essential needs boosts motivation and drives 
employees to succeed much more than being forced (Ryan and 
Deci, 2000; Byrd et al., 2007). Motivation is a mechanism that 
enables employees successfully fulfill their job requirements, 
direct their energies to specific goals, and concentrate their efforts 
(Barrick et al., 2015). It emerges as a driving force and directs the 
individual to achieve their real aim. Zhang and Bartol (2010) 
argue that employees can concentrate their energies in the 
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requested direction by reducing the influence of external issues. 
In this way, employees can enjoy the work while pursuing their 
interests and skills. Based on all those definitions above, 
we conclude that motivation is a meaningful way to activate the 
effort and desire to reach a goal and work more effectively.

In the extant literature, as a critical element for success, 
motivation is often considered an intrinsic drive for behaving or 
acting in a specific manner (Jovanovic and Matejevic, 2014). 
Intrinsic motivation is the desire to do something and succeed 
without a compelling factor. This driving force encourages 
employees to do something without external motives or pressure. 
It directs the internal reactions until the desire is achieved. 
Intrinsic motivation emerges when an individual does his/her task 
without visible rewards (Wiersma, 1992). If the context is 
expanded a little more, intrinsic motivation can be expressed as 
the individual’s decision to struggle spontaneously without 
external rewards or pressures (Oudeyer and Kaplan, 2007). In 
intrinsic motivation, the reward is the inner activity itself; it helps 
individuals unveil their inner power. The individual’s expectations 
compel them to follow their wills. The individual’s belief and the 
ability to work not only increase intrinsic motivation based on 
psychological needs but also motivate them to succeed (Cook and 
Artino, 2016). According to Thomas and Velthouse (1990), actions 
that empowerment and participation in decision-making are 
essential components of internal motivation. Also, letting them 
show creativity feels people necessary and boosts 
intrinsic motivation.

Furthermore, according to Mottaz (1985), creating an 
opportunity to use skills and provide feedback on consequences 
outcomes increases intrinsic motivation. As a result, intrinsic 
motivation is the effort to succeed without the necessity of any 
external influences. In professional life, tasks accomplished with 
intrinsic motivation will help individuals adopt and establish a 
positive connection with jobs and tasks (Barrick et  al., 2015). 
Higher intrinsic motivation contributes positively to 
organizational achievement if the goals satisfy employees’ 
basic needs.

Hypothesis development

Toxic leadership and emotional 
exhaustion

Leadership studies label authoritarian, rigid, unethical, 
exuberant, abusive, bullying, narcissistic, paranoid, and deterrent 
leadership behavior and styles as toxic leadership (Pelletier et al., 
2019; Schilling et al., 2022). The consequences of toxic leadership 
attract the attention of various management experts today. The 
most important reason is that, in many cases, toxic leadership has 
harmful effects on organizational culture, policies, programs, and 
organizations, as well as the employees (Vreja et al., 2016). Toxic 
leaders may also cause “severe problems in business life,” “a 
decrease in the employees’ performance in the workplace,” and “an 

increase in the level of emotional exhaustion and psychological 
problems” (Krumov et al., 2016). According to Glasø and Vie 
(2009), subordinates repeatedly exposed to toxic leaders suffer 
from frustration and emotional exhaustion. Prolonged stress also 
emerges as a key antecedent of emotional exhaustion (Lourel et al., 
2008; Hobfoll et  al., 2018). Toxic leadership, infusing toxic 
thoughts and creating stress, affects employee well-being and leads 
them to exhaustion. Many recent studies (e.g., Khakpour, 2019; 
Khan et al., 2019; Malik et al., 2019) reveal a positive relationship 
between toxic leadership and emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, 
Ekvall (2002) provided empirical evidence in support of the 
antecedent role of the climate that harbors toxic leaders for 
emotional exhaustion. Based on those arguments, we  expect 
leaders or managers performing toxic leadership behaviors to 
be one of the main causes of emotional exhaustion among the 
employees. Accordingly,

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Toxic leadership has a positive effect on 
emotional exhaustion.

Intrinsic motivation as a moderator

Intrinsic motivation is a vital descriptor of an individual’s 
propensity to innovate and engage in challenging tasks, develop 
and use their capacity, and explore and learn. Demonstrating 
intrinsic motivation is influenced by social and environmental 
factors that facilitate or weaken it (Barrick et  al., 2015). Self-
determination theory describes how the individual interacts with 
the social environment and the factors that make up the 
individual’s motivation. At the same time, the theory examines the 
influence of social and cultural backgrounds on individuals’ basic 
psychological needs, performance, and well-being, based on the 
idea that the individual is in constant dynamic interaction with 
the social world (Legault et al., 2017).

Intrinsically motivated individuals are at the highest level of 
self-determination. Individuals with intrinsic motivation pursue 
their behavior with pleasure and have feelings of self-satisfaction 
and competence. Autonomy and feelings of internal control are 
evident (Legault et al., 2007; Deci et al., 2017). In this context, 
we used self-determination theory to explain the moderator role 
of intrinsic motivation in the relationship between leadership and 
emotional exhaustion.

Managers and academics need to motivate their employees to 
put in more effort. We know very little about the psychological 
mechanisms underlying the motivational effects of toxic 
leadership. What is certain is that toxic leadership reduces 
employee motivation and productivity (Reed and Bullis, 2009). 
According to Meng et al. (2017), toxic leaders negatively affect 
intrinsic motivation through leader-member relationships. They 
undermine subordinates’ motivation, well-being, or job 
satisfaction without clearly harming the organization’s goals 
(Einarsen et al., 2007).
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On the other hand, Koropets et al. (2020) argue that toxic 
leadership increases work-related stress and emotional exhaustion. 
Intrinsic motivation is required to reduce the negative reflections 
that individuals are exposed to. Moreover, Michel and Hargis 
(2017) find that intrinsic motivation can protect employees and 
shield them against toxic leadership by increasing performance. 
Karatepe and Tekinkus (2006) research on front-line employees 
shows the decreasing effect of intrinsic motivation on emotional 
exhaustion. Intrinsically motivated employees, motivated by their 
interest and satisfaction, are likely to show more interest in their 
work and experience less emotional exhaustion (Margaretha, 
2019), while employees with low intrinsic motivation are more 
vulnerable to emotional exhaustion (Babakus et al., 2008).

Self-determination theory also buffers the adverse effects of a 
hostile work atmosphere, such as mental and physical health 
problems and emotional exhaustion (Iso-Ahola and Park, 1996). 
Intrinsic motivation is widely accepted as an internal power to 
cope with emotional exhaustion (Kim, 2015). Thus, while toxic 
leadership creates a negative work atmosphere which ultimately 
leads to adverse consequences, intrinsic motivation may put 
barriers to the negative effects of toxic leadership. We  expect 
employees with high intrinsic motivation to be more resilient to 
the negative reflections of toxic leadership, such as emotional 
exhaustion. Accordingly;

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The higher the intrinsic motivation the 
weaker the relationship between toxic leadership and 
emotional exhaustion.

Materials and methods

This section comprises our methodological approach taken 
for data collection, sampling, and analysis. Our methodological 
approach based on qualitative techniques in both data collection 
and analysis on the one hand and in sampling convenient 
sampling on the other hand is explained below.

Research design

In the following sections, we  describe our approach in 
research design from a broader perspective and more specifically 
in measures, sampling, and analysis. Our sample set is selected 
from nurses working at different hospitals by using convenient 
sampling method. In the analysis, we used PLS-SEM technique.

Measures
To test the above hypotheses, multi-item scales adopted from 

prior studies for the measurement of constructs were used. Each 
construct was measured using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). Toxic leadership as 
a composite second-order variable composed of five 

sub-dimensions—abusive supervision, authoritarian leadership, 
narcissism, self-promotion, and unpredictability—was measured 
with a scale consisting of 30 questions adapted from Schmidt 
(2008). “Ridicules subordinates” (abusive supervision), “Will 
ignore ideas that are contrary to his/her own” (authoritarian 
leadership), “Has a sense of personal entitlement” (narcissism), 
“Denies responsibility for mistakes made in his/her unit” (self-
promotion), and “Expresses anger at subordinates for unknown 
reasons” (unpredictability) are examples of the toxic leadership 
scale items.

To measure emotional exhaustion, 9-item emotional 
exhaustion scale is adapted from Maslach Burnout Inventory, 
originally developed by Maslach and her colleagues (Maslach 
et al., 2001). “I feel emotionally exhausted because of my work” 
and “I feel worn out at the end of a working day” are 
exemplar items.

Finally, to measure intrinsic motivation, 6 items are adopted 
from Intrinsic Motivation Inventory,” the perceived competence 
dimension of intrinsic motivation scale, originally developed by 
Ryan (1982). “I think I am pretty good at this work” and “I think 
I did pretty well at this work, compared to other employees” are 
exemplar items.

Sampling
The aim of this paper is to describe and analyze the mutual 

relationships between toxic leadership, emotional exhaustion, and 
intrinsic motivation among the nurses. In order to empirically 
investigate the hypotheses, 600 nurses employed in healthcare 
institutions located in Istanbul are chosen as the target sample 
based on their accessibility. First, the selected 600 nurses were 
contacted by telephone and the aim of the study was explained to 
them. Of the 600 nurses contacted, 198 agreed to participate in 
our study. Out of the nurses that members to participate, 142 
employees completed the survey. After careful examination, all the 
incomplete returns with the missing data were discarded, leaving 
133 responses for analysis. PLS-SEM, on the other hand, can 
be used in studies with small samples, in cases where normality 
cannot be achieved, and in samples with a reasonable number of 
missing data (Hair et  al., 2016). Depending on this, we  used 
PLS-SEM with our relatively small sample.

The findings are based on data from a convenience sample of 
which 92% of the participant nurses (n = 122) were female and 97 
of the participants were married (73%). 82% of participants had 
bachelor or higher degrees; 67% of the participants (n = 89) were 
working in public owned healthcare institution. Forty-two of the 
participants (32%) were 28–35 years old. Moreover, 72% of the 
participants (n = 96) were employed in general hospitals with more 
than 200 beds and 62% of the sample (n = 82) had a total tenure of 
5–10 years.

Analysis
We used PLS-SEM technique to test our model based on 

several considerations. First, according to Fornell and Cha (1994), 
PLS avoids many of the restrictive assumptions underlying 
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maximum likelihood techniques and ensures against improper 
solutions and factor indeterminacy. PLS-SEM does not make any 
distributional assumptions regarding the inDISators or error 
terms (Hair et al., 2016). Indeed, PLS is a latent variable modeling 
technique that incorporates multiple dependent constructs and 
explicitly recognizes measurement error. Second, PLS is insensitive 
to sample size considerations and proper for any sample sizes over 
thirty in contrast with covariance bases SEM techniques (Fornell 
and Cha, 1994; Hair et al., 2013). Since our sample is composed of 
133 respondents (n = 133 nurses) PLS-SEM seems to be a proper 
technique for this paper (Hair et al., 2016). Moreover, PLS handles 
both reflective and formative constructs (Hair et al., 2013).

Results

Measurement validation

In this study, following Kleijnen et  al. (2007), we  used 
reflective indicators for all our constructs. To assess the 
psychometric properties of the measurement instruments, 
we  estimated a null model with no structural relationships. 
We evaluated reliability using composite scale reliability (CR), 
Cronbach’s alpha, and average variance extracted (AVE). For all 
measures, PLS-based CR is well above the threshold value of 0.70, 
Cronbach’s alpha goes beyond the threshold value of 0.70, and 
AVE exceeds the 0.50 threshold value for all first-order constructs. 
In addition, we evaluated convergent validity by inspecting the 
standardized loadings of the measures on their respective 
constructs and found that all measures exhibit standardized 
loadings that exceed 0.60.

Table 1 shows the correlation among all seven variables that 
provide further evidence of discriminant validity. To fully satisfy 
the requirements for discriminant validity, AVE for each construct 
should be expected to be greater than the squared correlation 
between constructs (Fornell and Cha, 1994). Such results suggest 
that the items share more common variance with their respective 
constructs than any variance the construct shares with other 
constructs (Howell and Avolio, 1993). In the model, none of the 
inter-correlations of the constructs exceeded the square root of the 

AVE of the constructs (see Table 1). In addition, we evaluated 
convergent validity by inspecting the standardized loadings of the 
measures on their respective constructs and found that all 
measures exhibit standardized loadings that exceed 0.60.

Moreover, since we  used toxic leadership as a composite 
variable, composed of 5 dimensions—narcissism, unpredictability, 
self-promotion, authoritarian, and abusive leadership—we also 
performed a second-order factor analysis. Figure  2 shows the 
standardized regression loadings of those given five constructs. As 
seen in Figure 2, all five constructs exceed a standardized loading 
of over 0.60. This result suggests that toxic leadership as a five-
construct second-level variable is significantly predicted by 
narcissism, unpredictability, self-promotion, authoritarian, and 
abusive leadership.

Hypothesis testing

The PLS (Partial Least Squares) approach (Chin et al., 2003) 
and the bootstrapping re-sampling method were used by 
computing the SmartPLS 3.0 software program to estimate the 
main effects as well as the interaction ones, and to test the 
hypothesis and predictive power of our proposed model (see 
Figure 1). T-statistics were estimated for all coefficients, based on 
their stability across the sub-samples, so as to define the links that 
were statistically significant. The path coefficients and their 
associated t-values showed the direction and impact of each 
hypothesized relationship. Following the recommendation of 
Chin et  al. (2003), a hierarchical approach for testing the 
hypotheses was used: a model with the main effects (and 
covariates) was assessed, after which the interaction effects 
were added.

First, regarding the direct effects, our findings show that toxic 
leadership is positively and significantly associated with emotional 
exhaustion (β = 0.28 p < 0.01), supporting H1.

Second, A two-step procedure was used to address the 
hypothesis concerning the moderating effects of intrinsic motivation 
(Chin et al., 2003). The PLS approach enables explicit calculation of 
the standardized latent variable scores after saving the obtained 
results (Chin, 2001). Here, each item of toxic leadership and intrinsic 

TABLE 1 Reliability and validity.

α AVE CR 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Emotional exhaustion 0.95 0.78 0.96 0.88

2 Intrinsic motivation 0.80 0.50 0.86 −0.45 0.71

3 Narcissism 0.92 0.76 0.94 0.30 −0.30 0.87

4 Abusive supervision 0.94 0.77 0.95 0.43 −0.37 0.66 0.88

5 Authoritarian 

leadership

0.89 0.69 0.92 0.36 −0.39 0.68 0.74 0.83

6 Self-promotion 0.96 0.80 0.97 0.39 −0.40 0.76 0.76 0.76 0.90

7 Unpredictability 0.93 0.72 0.94 0.41 −0.29 0.6 0.64 0.66 0.67 0.85

Diagonals show the square root of AVEs. CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; α, Cronbach’s alpha.
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motivation was standardized. Based on this procedure, the 
standardized question items were multiplied. The results 
demonstrated a negative interaction effect of intrinsic motivation 
(β = −0.18, p < 0.05) on the relationship between toxic leadership and 
emotional exhaustion, supporting H2 (Table 2).

Structural model

In order to validate the PLS-SEM approach, various quality 
scores, such as the coefficient of determination (R2; Chin, 2001) 
and the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GoF; Fornell and Lacker, 1981) are 
being considered. The R2 values of the endogenous constructs are 
used to evaluate the model fit and indicate how well data points fit 
a line or curve (Chin, 2001; Tenenhaus et al., 2005). As suggested 
by Chin (2001), the categorization of R2 values is small 

(0.02 ≤ R2 < 0.13), medium (0.13 ≤ R2 < 0.26), or large (0.26 ≤ R2). In 
addition, GoF is employed to globally evaluate the overall fit of the 
model, seeking a concordance between the performance of the 
measurement and the structural model, as well as being consistent 
with the geometric mean of the average commonality and the 
average R2 of endogenous latent variables. GoF ranges between 0 
and 1, where a higher value represents better path model 
estimation. In line with the effect sizes for R2, using 0.5 as a cut-off 
value for commonality (Fornell and Lacker, 1981), threshold values 
for the GoF criteria are categorized as small (0.1 ≤ GoF < 0.25), 
medium (0.25 ≤ GoF < 0.36), or large (0.36 ≤ GoF) effect sizes. 
Table  3 shows R2 and GoF values as the fit measures of the 
structural model. In accordance with the categorization of R2 effect 
sizes, the effect size for emotional exhaustion (R2 = 0.33) is large 
According to another fit measure, the result of GoF was 0.31 
revealing a medium-sized fit (see Table 3).

Discussion

Toxic leadership is progressively becoming prevalent in 
today’s organizations in general, in healthcare organizations in 
particular (Yayla and Eskici İlgin, 2021). Since the last decade, the 
extant literature has largely examined toxic leadership to 
understand its antecedents and consequences at the organizational 
level. However, little is known about the mechanisms that protects 
employees against the negative reflections of toxic leadership. The 
current research studied the contingency of intrinsic motivation 
on the toxic leadership-emotional exhaustion relationship within 
the healthcare domain. This relationship was foreseen for 
employees with higher intrinsic motivation are less likely to suffer 
from emotional exhaustion, even they are exposed to toxic 
leadership. The results fully supported this prediction.

Theoretical arguments on toxic leadership draw attention to 
the negative consequences of this leadership style on both 

FIGURE 2

Second-order factor analysis of toxic leadership. TL, toxic leadership; N, narcissism; U, unpredictability; SP, self-promotion; AL, authoritarian 
leadership; AS, abusive supervision.

TABLE 2 Hypothesis testing results.

Hypothesis Relationships β Path results

H1 Toxic Leadership➔ 

Emotional exhaustion

0.28** Supported

H2 Toxic 

leadership*Intrinsic 

motivation➔ Emotional 

exhaustion

−0.18* Supported

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

TABLE 3 Structural model.

Fit measures Endogenous constructs

R2 Emotional exhaustion 0.33

GoF 0.31

GoF = √ Average communality × Average R2.
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organizational and individual levels (Schmidt, 2008; Glasø and 
Vie, 2009; Pelletier, 2010; Schyns and Schilling, 2013; Webster 
et al., 2016; Labrague et al., 2020). We empirically show that 
nurses exposed to toxic leadership behaviors are likelier to suffer 
from emotional exhaustion. This result is consistent with 
previous research conducted at the individual level (Ekvall, 2002; 
Khakpour, 2019; Khan et al., 2019). Second, we demonstrate also 
that nurses with higher intrinsic motivation are less prone to 
emotional exhaustion, even if they work with toxic leaders. 
Intrinsic motivation is the effort to succeed without the necessity 
of any external influences (Barrick et al., 2015; Legault et al., 
2017). As an intrinsic drive for behaving or acting in a specific 
manner, intrinsic motivation directs the individual to focus on 
their task, ignoring the task environment. So, intrinsic 
motivation, in a way, serves as a protective shield against toxic 
leaders or managers (Michel and Hargis, 2017). To put it shortly, 
the employees with higher intrinsic motivation are more 
protected. So, they suffer less from emotional exhaustion or 
other negative influences of toxic leadership. This finding 
contributes to self-determination theory by providing empirical 
evidence that intrinsic motivation as a trait has the potential to 
extend the employee’s capacity to cope with toxic leaders, 
withstand accumulated stress in the work environment, and to 
feeling emotionally worn out and drained as a result of 
accumulated stress, and to protect themselves from feeling 
emotionally worn out and exhausted as a result of that 
accumulated stress.

Overall, our model shows that toxic leadership is an 
antecedent of emotional exhaustion in healthcare employees, 
while intrinsic motivation negatively conditions the impact of 
toxic leadership on emotional exhaustion: The higher the intrinsic 
motivation, the weaker the toxic leadership-emotional 
exhaustion relationship.

Managerial implications

Managers exhibiting toxic leadership behaviors can cause 
severe problems both for organizations and employees. Such that, 
about one in five bosses engages in toxic behavior in the upper 
echelons of the corporate world, revealing the fact that toxicity 
problem is gradually destroying their subordinates’ morale, 
motivation, and self-esteem. Since emotional exhaustion also 
leads to work alienation, intention to quit, and decrease in job 
satisfaction, organizational commitment, and job performance, 
organizations in general and healthcare organizations in particular 
should take the necessary steps to diagnose and to prevent toxic 
leadership behavior in the workplaces. As said “prevention is 
better than cure,” if diagnosed at right time the treatment 
becomes easier.

On the other side, intrinsic motivation emerges as a protective 
shield that protect employees against the negative effects of toxic 
leadership, such as emotional exhaustion. Hence, organizations, 
whether public or private, should also attempt to find and 

implement new ways to increase employees’ intrinsic motivation, 
mainly when tools for increasing extrinsic motivation are 
unavailable. To do that, for example, utilizing supportive human 
resources practices, such as training and development, reward 
systems, recruitment, performance appraisal, and employee 
participation, can highly be recommended and should seriously 
be considered by relevant managers.

Limitations and future research

There are some methodological limitations to this study. 
First, we conducted this research in a specific service industry 
context, i.e., healthcare organizations. Thus, researchers 
should be cautious when generalizing the results to different 
industries. The sample was relatively small (n = 133); a larger 
sample might better represent the population of the healthcare 
industry. Moreover, we  performed a cross-sectional design 
with questionnaires. Although surveying is a large and 
growing area of research in the natural environment, the 
method used (only a questionnaire) may not deliver objective 
and comprehensive regarding the utilization of intrinsic 
motivation, radiating from somewhere deep inside, against 
toxic leadership, which is an inherently dynamic phenomenon. 
However, it should be  mentioned that, as a cross-sectional 
field study, this research provides some evidence of 
associations. Specifically, our research is prone to common 
method bias since the same respondents answered the 
dependent variable that answered the independent variable, in 
a cross-sectional manner. We checked this potential problem 
by following Kock (2015) suggestion who argues that variance 
inflation factors (VIFs) higher than 3.3 is an indication of 
common method bias. The results of our VIFs analysis 
demonstrate that the VIFs values range between 1.37 and 2.34, 
i.e., the values are lower than the suggested threshold of 3.3. 
Thus, the proposed model does not appear to be affected by 
common method bias. Moreover, self-reported data is another 
problem due to the social desirability concern. Longitudinal 
research may go beyond this concern. Future studies may find 
it fruitful to examine the contingency of extrinsic motivation 
in addition to the intrinsic one in the toxic leadership-
emotional exhaustion relationship to find out which 
motivational source is better at protecting employees against 
the negative consequences of toxic leadership. Moreover, 
future studies may consider using other individual outputs 
(i.e., psychological resilience, vengeful behaviors, cynicism, 
silence, or counter-productive behaviors) to extend the 
research model.

Finally, we studied the contingency of intrinsic motivation in 
toxic leadership and emotional exhaustion relationship within the 
healthcare industry, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic; 
future studies may find it useful to examine these relationships in 
other industrial contexts, such as banking and finance, military, 
manufacturing, and high-tech industries.
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How does authentic leadership 
promote taking charge: The 
mediating effect of team social 
capital and the moderating 
effect of absorptive capacity
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Zhang 1

1 School of Economics and Management, University of Science and Technology Beijing, Beijing, 
China, 2 School of Information, Beijing Wuzi University, Beijing, China

Authentic leaders are consistent with the expectations of Chinese traditional 

cultural values for leaders. The purpose of this study is to take team internal 

social capital (TISC) as the mediating variable and individual absorptive 

capacity as the moderating variable to explore the relationship between 

authentic leadership and taking charge. We  collected 337 questionnaires 

from China and used linear regression to explore the influencing mechanisms 

and boundary conditions. The study results showed that the trickle-down 

of authentic leadership and the trickle-round of TISC can directly promote 

employees’ taking charge. Further, individual absorptive capacity positively 

moderated the relationship between TISC and taking charge. Our study 

provides a new perspective of leadership support for employees to implement 

taking charge in the context of high-power distance in China. From the 

perspective of authentic leadership, it is verified that leadership support is a 

necessary condition to motivate employees to implement proactive behavior. 

Moreover, compared with the research on the influence of leadership on 

proactive behavior, team-related and organization-related factors have 

not received enough attention. According to the social learning theory, 

we constructed an integrated framework for the first time in which leadership, 

team, and individual jointly affect taking charge.

KEYWORDS

authentic leadership, team internal social capital, absorptive capacity, taking charge, 
proactive behavior, the social learning theory

1. Introduction

In the digital age, organizations face more uncertainty. Employees take the initiative to 
change work behavior to constructively complete work, which can effectively promote the 
functional change of the organization (Grant et al., 2009). It is an important way to enhance 
organizational response to environmental uncertainty and dynamics. Taking charge refers 
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to that employees take voluntary, proactive, and constructive 
actions to achieve organizational function change based on change 
orientation in order to improve the organizational operation 
(Morrison and Phelps, 1999). Taking charge represents proactive, 
change or challenge-oriented forms of citizenship (Grant et al., 
2011; Zheng et al., 2017). Employees’ proactive change behavior 
to organizational functions and technical methods can stimulate 
the creativity, adaptability, and vitality of the organization (Moon 
et al., 2008; Parker and Collins, 2010). At the same time, taking 
charge can bring individuals higher performance, job satisfaction, 
and organizational commitment (Kim et  al., 2015; Kim and 
Liu, 2017).

Leadership behavior is an important situational variable to 
cultivate employees’ proactive work behavior (Belschak and Den 
Hartog, 2010). In the Chinese organizational situation, there is a 
high-power distance between leaders and members. Employees 
tend to comply with role norms (Farh et al., 2007) and are less 
willing to implement change and challenging behavior that may 
offend the authority of leaders (Grant et al., 2011). Which kind of 
leaders are more likely to support change and challenging behavior 
becomes a question worth exploring. Authentic leaders refer to 
leaders whose external behaviors are consistent with their internal 
values (Gardner et al., 2005). Authentic leaders have good self-
cultivation and exemplary roles, which is consistent with the 
expectations of Chinese traditional cultural values for leaders and 
has an important influence on the behavior of employees in the 
organization (Avolio et al., 2004; Hannah et al., 2011; Karadakal 
et al., 2015). Authentic leadership in the workplace occurs when 
leaders express their true selves (Leroy et al., 2015). However, the 
relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge 
remains to be verified, and the influencing mechanism between 
them is still unclear.

According to the social learning theory, the behavioral norms 
of authentic leaders can cause employees to imitate and learn, and 
their authenticity and openness can promote the exchange of 
information and resources among team members. Team internal 
social capital (TISC) represents the team’s ability to acquire 
information and resources. Authentic leadership may have a 
positive relationship with TISC. The formation of TISC provides 
an important condition for individual to propose new 
technologies, new methods, and problems when they take the 
initiative to change. In addition, the social learning theory 
proposes that the observer’s imitative learning is not only affected 
by the role model, but also by the observer’s willingness and ability 
to learn (Bandura, 1977). Individuals with strong learning and 
absorptive capacity can gain more useful clues about resources 
and technologies from the interaction norms of the group. In 
other words, the observer’s learning and absorptive capacity may 
play an important moderating effect between TISC and 
taking charge.

We have carried out the following studies and made 
contributions. First, we  proposed and verified the positive 
correlation between authentic leadership and taking charge, and 
taken TISC as a mediating variable to analyze the influencing 

mechanism among them. This study provides a new perspective 
of leadership support for employees to implement taking charge 
in the situation of high-power distance in China. From the 
perspective of authentic leadership, it is verified that leadership 
support is a necessary condition to motivate employees to 
implement proactive behavior (Crant, 2000). In addition to leader-
related factors, Cai et al. (2019) called on researchers to consider 
more the influence of team or organizational situational factors on 
proactive behavior. Our study on the relationship between TISC 
and taking charge is a positive response to the above call. Second, 
according to the social learning theory, we  proposed that 
absorptive capacity plays a moderating role between TISC and 
taking charge. For the first time, we  have built an integrated 
framework in which leadership, team, and individual jointly affect 
taking charge, and verified that those individuals with strong 
learning and absorptive capacity can obtain more resources and 
technologies from the interaction norms of the group. It provides 
key conditions for employees to take the initiative to change.

2. Theory and hypothesis

2.1. Social learning theory

Bandura’s social learning theory proposes that individuals 
acquire new things by observing, imitating, and learning the 
behaviors of others (Bandura, 1977). The learning effectiveness of 
the observer is related to the demonstrator, observer, and learning 
situation. For the demonstrators, observers are more likely to learn 
from those who have great power, high status, and strong ability. 
For the observers, the observer’s ability, motivation, confidence, 
and other factors will affect the learning process and effectiveness. 
In terms of the learning situation, the similarity between the 
demonstrator and observer will affect the effectiveness of learning. 
According to the social learning theory, employees learn from 
leaders, which is seen as trickle-down. Employees learn from team 
members, which is considered as trickle-round.

2.2. Authentic leadership and taking 
charge

Authentic leaders have the qualities of authenticity, integrity, 
and fairness, which provide a model for employees to learn and 
imitate their behaviors. Authentic leadership is regarded as the 
“root construct” of other positive leadership forms (Avolio and 
Gardner, 2005). Authentic leaders have a strong sense of self-
regulation, show a more open mind to uncertain things and 
various changes, and will not easily abandon the idea because of 
its risk (Walumbwa et al., 2008). The inclusiveness and openness 
of authentic leaders are key characteristics that inspire team 
members to communicate with each other and share new 
knowledge and ideas. Neider and Schriesheim (2011) divided 
authentic leadership into four dimensions: self-awareness, 
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relational transparency, internalized moral perspective, and 
balanced processing.

Self-awareness is a positive self-concept. Leaders have a clear 
understanding of their strengths and weaknesses (Zheng et al., 
2022) and have an accurate assessment of themselves. Authentic 
leaders focus on cultivating subordinates’ strengths and 
broadening their thinking (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Gardner 
et al., 2005). Authentic leaders serve as a model for employees to 
learn and imitate their behavior styles. In the process of 
communication and behavior learning with authentic leaders, 
employees will enhance their self-evaluation behaviors and 
strengths use. Previous research has shown that employees with a 
high level of strengths use will show more proactive behavior at 
work (Harzer and Ruch, 2014) and can better adapt to change 
behavior (Dubreuil et al., 2014).

Relational transparency shows that authentic leaders show 
themselves to employees in a real and honest way, share 
information and emotions with employees actively, encourage 
employees to express their true thoughts and opinions, and can 
establish a good trust relationship with employees (Gill and Caza, 
2018). Chiaburu and Baker (2006) found that there is a positive 
relationship between trust tendency and employees’ taking charge. 
Authentic leaders provide an atmosphere for employees to freely 
express their views and ideas (Gardner et al., 2005). Morrison and 
Phelps (1999) found that the openness of managers is positively 
correlated with employees’ taking charge. Openness makes 
employees face lower risks and higher support for implementing 
change behavior (Cai et al., 2019). In addition, Leroy et al. (2015) 
proposed that authentic leaders provide task-related honest 
feedback to followers, which is intended to promote the growth of 
followers. This means that subordinates can get task-related 
valuable information and suggestions from authentic leaders, 
which provides favorable support for the improvement of 
subordinates’ task procedures and efficiency.

Internalized moral perspective means that leaders have clear 
moral standards and values. When facing moral dilemmas and 
social pressure, they adhere to their moral standards and values as 
the basis of decision-making. The high standard of internalized 
ethics of authentic leaders has improved employees’ sense of job 
security (Borgersen et  al., 2014; Zheng et  al., 2022). The high 
internalized moral perspective of authentic leaders can encourage 
employees to express their views on work issues (Novitasari et al., 
2020), which is conducive to increasing employees’ initiative to 
implement risky change behavior.

Balanced processing means that leaders respect facts and 
balance various opinions to make decisions in a fair and 
objective manner (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Such leaders can 
accept the views of challenging their status (Gardner et  al., 
2005). Ilies et al. (2005) proposed that unbiased processing is an 
indicator of psychological authenticity, which can promote 
authentic leaders to seek challenging situations with learning 
potential. The learning and challenge orientation will cause the 
followers to imitate and learn, and then improve the followers’ 
ability on work tasks (Dweck, 2000), which is helpful to change 

the working methods and solve problems. Authentic leaders 
serve as examples of integrity and fairness in behavior (Avolio 
et al., 2004), Banks et al. (2016) proposed that the information 
balance processing of authentic leaders is conducive to the 
followers to obtain the resources, guidance, and help they need 
to perform their duties. These provide important conditions for 
followers to take the initiative to change work and effectively 
solve problems.

Hypothesis 1: Authentic leadership is positively correlated with 
taking charge.

2.3. Authentic leadership and team 
internal social capital

Leaders support is an important condition for the team to 
acquire resources. TISC is the team’s internal ability to obtain 
resources and decision-making information, including the 
structural dimension, cognitive dimension, and relational 
dimension (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). In the above analysis, 
we have learned that authentic leaders can build good relationships 
with employees. Previous research has suggested that a good 
relationship can promote mutual trust, thus increasing access to 
knowledge, information, and other resources (Park and Luo, 2001; 
Yli-Renko et al., 2001).

The structural dimension mainly refers to the technical 
exchange and opinion exchange among individuals within the 
team, the discussion and solution of problems in the team in a 
constructive way, and the seeking of resources support from the 
team leaders. Authentic leaders are considered more trustworthy 
by team members (Gill and Caza, 2018), and team members are 
more willing to share information openly and truthfully express 
their thoughts (Gao et al., 2011). Under the guidance of authentic 
leaders, team members respond positively to organizational 
improvement (Burris, 2012). Zheng et  al. (2022) found that 
authentic leadership promotes team members to express their 
opinions on organizational issues. The good trust relationship 
between the authentic leaders and the team members provides the 
conditions for technical exchange and the exchange of ideas 
within the team.

The cognitive dimension mainly refers to that team members 
share a common vision and goal, and have a clear understanding 
of the terminology, tools, and methods involved in the team. The 
good qualities and behaviors of authentic leaders become an 
example for employees to learn and imitate (Avolio and Gardner, 
2005). Team members’ learning and imitation of authentic leaders’ 
behavior patterns (Zheng et al., 2022) helps team members to 
build common visions and goals consistent with authentic leaders. 
Ilies et al. (2005) proposed that authentic leaders transfer their 
true selves to followers and project their values and visions 
to followers.

The relationship dimension mainly refers to the mutual trust 
and understanding among individuals within the team, as well as 
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the new technologies, methods, and ideas proposed by individuals 
that can be  supported. Authentic leaders show themselves to 
employees truthfully and candidly, take the initiative to share 
information and emotions with employees, encourage employees 
to express their true thoughts and opinions, and can establish a 
good trust relationship with employees (Avolio et  al., 2004; 
Walumbwa et al., 2008). Kernis (2003) found that the openness 
and authenticity of leaders would lead to a high level of trust 
between supervisors and subordinates. Ilies et al. (2005) proposed 
that authentic leaders provide developmental (non-controlling) 
feedback and support the self-determination of followers. 
Managers’ support for subordinates’ self-determination promotes 
subordinates’ trust in the organization (Gagné and Deci, 2005). 
Authentic leaders’ expression of true feelings will lead to learning 
among team members and promote trust and support among 
team members.

Hypothesis 2: Authentic leadership is positively correlated 
with TISC.

2.4. The mediating effect of team internal 
social capital

Social capital can promote the sharing of organizational 
knowledge and resources and the creation of intellectual capital 
(Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998), providing information and 
resource conditions for individuals to implement taking charge. 
Previous research has found that access to information and 
resources provides opportunities for individuals to implement 
change-oriented behavior (Fuller et al., 2006; López-Domínguez 
et al., 2013).

Structured capital and taking charge. Individuals can learn 
new ideas and technical methods from the technical 
communication and opinion exchange among team members, 
which provides useful clues for individuals to change their 
working ways and develop new technical methods. The discussion 
of the problems can promote the individual to solve the problems 
in the team. Tsai and Ghoshal (1998) proposed that internal social 
capital can promote the exchange and integration of resources 
within an organization and contribute to the innovation of new 
product technologies.

Cognitive capital and taking charge. The common vision 
is a core component of implementing organizational change 
(Zaccaro and Banks, 2004). The common vision keeps the 
goals of employees consistent with the goals of the 
organization, enhances the task confidence of employees, 
and improves the tendency of employees to take initiative 
and take risks on work tasks (Choi, 2007). Members are more 
likely to correct the wrong practices of the team and solve 
pressing problems. The common vision increases employees’ 
identification and emotional commitment to the 
organization, as well as their willingness and enthusiasm to 

contribute to the organization (Berson et  al., 2015). Choi 
(2007) found that common vision is positively correlated 
with organizational citizenship behavior for change. 
Moreover, employees and the team have a common goal and 
vision, which means that team members are able to act in a 
collective way. Love and Dustin (2014) found that the 
collectivism of individual psychology promoted taking 
charge, and they were more willing to engage in out-of-role 
behavior that is beneficial to the organization. Inkpen and 
Tsang (2005) found that a common vision can promote the 
exchange of knowledge, technologies, and other resources 
among team members. In the process of resources exchange, 
employees can obtain more enlightening new technologies 
and methods, which provide favorable help for proactive 
work improvement and problem-solving.

Relational capital and taking charge. Trust is the intrinsic basis 
of relational capital, which reflects the degree of team members 
are willing to exchange, transfer resources, and cooperate 
(Granovetter, 1985). Taking charge is risky and challenging 
behavior. The trust and support of team members can help build 
an organizational atmosphere of sharing information, challenging 
the status quo, and daring to change (Wang et al., 2014). Team 
members will be more active in changing working methods and 
technologies without worrying too much about the negative 
effects of change risks (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Relational 
capital increases the psychological security of individuals. Ashford 
et  al. (1998) proposed that the support of colleagues in the 
organization can actively promote the efforts of employees to 
change. Love and Dustin (2014) confirmed that team member 
communication and colleague support are positively correlated 
with taking charge.

Hypothesis 3: TISC is positively correlated with taking charge.

Hypothesis 4: TISC mediates the relationship between 
authentic leadership and taking charge.

2.5. The moderating effect of absorptive 
capacity

In the same external knowledge environment, the difference 
in the ability of individuals or organizations to digest and 
integrate resources will lead to great differences in the creation 
of new technologies and methods (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). 
According to the social learning theory, the effectiveness of the 
observer’s learning and imitation is affected by his learning and 
imitation ability (Bandura, 1977). The observers with strong 
learning ability can obtain more beneficial technical methods 
and clues from the TISC, thus promoting the individual’s taking 
charge. Individual absorptive capacity refers to an individual’s 
ability to identify, acquire, assimilate/transform and utilize 
knowledge from the external environment (Cohen and 
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Levinthal, 1989; Todorova and Durisin, 2007; Griffith and 
Sawyer, 2010).

New technologies, new methods, or knowledge in taking 
charge are usually complex and unstructured tacit knowledge, 
which can only be  understood and digested after in-depth 
communication and repeated interaction (Zahra and George, 
2002), which puts forward requirements on the knowledge 
absorption capacity of individuals. TISC promotes technical 
exchange and opinion exchange among team members and 
contributes to taking charge. However, individuals with strong 
absorptive capacity can identify and acquire more beneficial clues 
in technical communication and experience summary, and 
understand the deep connotation of the content shared by team 
members. Khan et al. (2019) proposed that absorptive capacity 
expands the cognitive ability to assimilate/transform and utilize 
external knowledge. Absorptive capacity can promote the 
identification of external opportunities and the generation of new 
ideas in the process of assimilation/transformation and utilization 
of external knowledge (Zahra and George, 2002). That is, when an 
individual has a strong absorptive capacity, he or she can identify, 
acquire, assimilate/transform and utilize more information or 
resources related to taking charge in the interaction of 
TISC. Previous research has indicated that absorptive capacity can 
promote organizations to acquire more experience and know-how 
or valuable new knowledge (Kim and Inkpen, 2005; Kafouros et al., 
2020). We think this finding holds true in individuals as well.

Team internal social capital provides heterogeneity 
conditions for the development of new technologies and 
methods for individuals to implement taking charge, and such 
heterogeneity requires individuals to have a strong absorptive 
capacity to understand and integrate acquired information and 
resources (Lev et  al., 2009). By identifying, acquiring, 
assimilating/transforming, and utilizing existing technologies 
and abilities, individuals with strong absorptive capacity deepen 
their existing knowledge base (Wu and Wei, 2013), increase 
their knowledge reserve, experience and skills, and have a 
clearer and deeper cognition of professional terms, tools and 
methods in cognitive capital.

Hypothesis 5: Absorptive capacity positively moderates the 
relationship between TISC and taking charge.

The theoretical model is presented in Figure 1.

3. Materials and methods

3.1. Samples and data

In May and June 2022, we collected data from Shandong, Beijing, 
Tianjin, and other provinces and cities in China through both online 
and offline methods. 475 questionnaires were sent out and 337 valid 
questionnaires were recovered, with an effective recovery rate of 
70.95%. The respondents mainly cover education, training, finance, 
and other industries. The study was divided into two time points. In 
the first time point, we collected the data of control variables, authentic 
leadership, and TISC. Two weeks later, we  collected the data of 
absorptive capacity and taking charge. Pairing was completed through 
nicknames, mobile phone tail numbers and other ways. The results of 
the questionnaire showed that males accounted for 39.8% and females 
accounted for 60.2%. The average age was 30.46 years. 28.2% of them 
have a junior college degree or below the level, 51.0% have a bachelor’s 
degree, and 20.8% have a master’s or a doctor’s degree.

3.2. Measurement

3.2.1. Authentic leadership
We measured authentic leadership using the 14-item scale 

developed by Neider and Schriesheim (2011). Examples of the 
items include “My leader’s inner belief is consistent with his 
external behavior,” and “my leader openly shares information with 
others.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.809.

3.2.2. Taking charge
We measured taking charge using the six-item scale adapted 

by Li et al. (2015). Examples of the items include “I often try to 

Authentic leadership Team internal social capital Taking charge

Absorptive capacity

FIGURE 1

Theoretical model of authentic leadership, TISC, taking charge, and absorptive capacity.
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change the way work is performed to make work more efficient,” 
“I often try to develop new and more efficient work methods for 
the company,” and “I often try to introduce new structures, 
technologies or methods to improve efficiency.” All items were 
rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.899.

3.2.3. Team internal social capital
We measured the structural dimension using the seven-item 

scale developed by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), the cognitive 
dimension using the three-item scale developed by Rickards et al. 
(2001), and the relational dimension using the three-item scale 
developed by Dakhli and De Clercq (2004). Examples of the items 
include “Team members can discuss and solve task problems 
constructively,” “Team members share team vision and know team 
goals,” and “Team members trust each other and face problems 
together.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.923.

3.2.4. Absorptive capacity
We measured absorptive capacity using the nine-item scale 

developed by Griffith and Sawyer (2010). Examples of the items 
include “I can identify the most valuable knowledge,” and “It is easy for 
me to make some job changes to take advantage of the new technical 
knowledge.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.790.

3.2.5. Control variables
Demographic characteristics such as gender, education level, 

and age were used as control variables (Morrison and Phelps, 
1999; Kim and Liu, 2017; Zheng et al., 2017). In gender variables, 
1 represents female and 2 represents male; Among the variables of 
education level, 1 means below bachelor’s degree, 2 means 
bachelor’s degree, and 3 means master’s and doctor’s degrees.

4. Results

4.1. Confirmatory factor analysis

We performed confirmatory factor analysis using AMOS24.0 
to verify the discriminant validity of key variables. The 4-factor 
model showed χ 2 /df = 1.945, GFI = 0.923, AGFI = 0.897, 

CFI = 0.963, NFI = 0.927, IFI = 0.963, and RMSEA = 0.053, It shows 
that the key variables involved in this study have good 
discriminative validity (see Table 1).

4.2. Hypothesis testing

We used SPSS22.0 software to test the hypothesis. 
Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficient matrices are 
shown in Table  2. Regression results showed that authentic 
leadership was positively associated with TISC in Model 2 
(β = 0.551, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 2. Authentic 
leadership was positively associated with taking charge in 
Model 4 (β = 0.546, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1. TISC 
was positively associated with taking charge in model 5 
(β = 0.512, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4. 
The interaction between TISC and absorptive capacity was 
significantly related to taking charge in model 6 (β = 0.192, 
p < 0.05), supporting Hypothesis 5 (see Table 3).

In this study, the SPSS-PROCESS plug-in developed by Hayes 
was used to test the moderated mediation effect of this model 
(Hayes, 2013). The results showed that 95% CI did not include 0 
when the mean ± 1 SD of the absorptive capacity. The moderated 
mediating index value was 0.106, 95% CI was [0.033, 0.189], and 
the interval did not contain 0, indicating that the model had a 
significant moderated mediation effect (see Table 4).

Simple slope analysis showed that no matter whether the 
absorptive capacity was high (β = 0.541, p < 0.001) or low 
(β = 0.294, p < 0.001), TISC was always positively correlated with 
taking charge, but the slope of high absorptive capacity was 
steeper than that of low absorptive capacity (see Figure 2).

5. Discussion

5.1. Theoretical contributions

At present, the research on OCB mainly focuses on 
maintaining or strengthening the status quo, while our study 
focuses on challenging or change-oriented proactive behavior. 

TABLE 1 The results of confirmatory factor analysis.

Model 2χ df 2χ /df GFI AGFI CFI NFI IFI RMSEA

Four-factor model 250.916 129 1.945 0.923 0.897 0.963 0.927 0.963 0.053

Three-factor model 905.380 132 6.859 0.736 0.659 0.765 0.737 0.766 0.132

Two-factor model 1533.844 134 11.447 0.639 0.539 0.574 0.554 0.577 0.176

Single-factor model 1682.033 135 12.460 0.614 0.511 0.530 0.511 0.532 0.185

Structural equation modeling was used for the analysis. GFI, goodness of fit index; AGFI, adjusted goodness of fit index; CFI, comparative fit index; NFI, normed fit index; IFI, 
incremental fit index; RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation. 
Four-factor model: authentic leadership, TISC, absorptive capacity, taking charge. 
Three-factor model: authentic leadership, TISC + absorptive capacity, taking charge. 
Two-factor model: authentic leadership, TISC + absorptive capacity + taking charge. 
Single-factor model: authentic leadership + TISC + absorptive capacity + taking charge.
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We construct an integrated framework for influencing taking 
charge from three aspects of leadership, team, and individual, 
which provides useful clues for the study of proactive behavior. 
This study has the following theoretical implications.

First, we  proposed and verified the relationship between 
authentic leadership and taking charge. In the research of the 
relationship between leaders and taking charge, scholars pay more 
attention to self-sacrificial leadership, empowerment leadership 
(Li et al., 2015, 2016; Zhang et al., 2020), etc. Authentic leadership 
is consistent with the expectations of Chinese traditional cultural 
values for leaders. However, few scholars have explored the 
relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge. Our 
study helps to fill this gap and expand the application of taking 
charge in the leadership field.

Second, in an organization, the interaction between team 
members is often more frequent than that between leaders and 
subordinates (Chiaburu and Harrison, 2008). However, compared 

with the research on the relationship between leadership and 
proactive behavior, team-related and organization-related factors 
have not received enough attention (Cai et al., 2019). Cai et al. 
(2019) called on researchers to consider more the influence of 
team and organization situational factors other than the leader-
related variable on proactive behavior. Our study, which focuses 
on the effects both authentic leadership and TISC on taking 
charge, responds positively to these calls.

Third, current research on employee proactive behavior 
focuses more on the influence of the motivational effect (Parker 
et al., 2010). Cai et al. (2019) call for attention to the influence of 
cognitive and competence factors on proactive behavior. According 
to the social learning theory, the observer’s learning behavior is 
influenced by his capacity (Bandura, 1977). We  proposed and 
verified the positive moderating effect of individual absorptive 
capacity between TISC and taking charge, and reveal the influence 
of non-motivational effects on proactive behavior.

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender 1.398 0.490 —

2. Education 1.926 0.697 −0.018 —

3. Age 30.457 5.052 0.036 −0.072 —

4.  Authentic 

leadership

3.732 0.541 0.067 0.089 0.003 —

5. TISC 3.520 0.809 0.125* 0.080 0.117* 0.381*** —

6.  Absorptive 

capacity

3.767 0.644 0.054 0.083 0.072 −0.071 0.034 —

7. Taking charge 3.498 0.879 0.143** 0.146** 0.093 0.356*** 0.496*** 0.103 —

N = 337. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

TABLE 3 Linear regression result.

Variables TISC Taking charge

Model1 Model2 Model3 Model4 Model5 Model6

Intercept 2.454*** (0.322) 0.543 (0.397) 2.238*** (0.347) 0.343 (0.433) 0.981** (0.332) −0.252 (0.454)

Gender 0.202* (0.089) 0.160 (0.083) 0.255** (0.096) 0.213* (0.090) 0.151 (0.085) 0.118 (0.083)

Education 0.105 (0.063) 0.066 (0.058) 0.196** (0.067) 0.157* (0.064) 0.142* (0.060) 0.120* (0.058)

Age 0.019* (0.009) 0.019* (0.008) 0.017 (0.009) 0.017 (0.009) 0.008 (0.008) 0.007 (0.008)

Authentic leadership 0.551*** (0.075) 0.546*** (0.082) 0.339*** (0.081)

TISC 0.512*** (0.052) 0.418*** (0.055)

Absorptive Capacity 0.109 (0.063)

TISC* Absorptive 

Capacity

0.192* (0.082)

R2 0.036 0.171 0.052 0.164 0.266 0.316

Adjusted R2 0.028 0.161 0.044 0.154 0.257 0.301

F 4.196*** 17.069*** 6.109*** 16.256*** 30.127*** 21.674***

N = 337. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; Values in parentheses are standard errors.
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5.2. Practical implications

Our study provides some useful practical implications. First, 
managers who show their true self can build good trust 
relationship among employees, provides important psychological 
support and resources for employees to engage in proactive 
behavior, and thus promotes employees to engage in out-of-role 
behavior such as taking charge (Zhang et al., 2015). It enhances 
the organization’s response to the risks brought by 
environmental uncertainty.

Second, the organization should enhance the TISC by 
increasing the interaction among team members, jointly building 
a common vision and goal, and promoting trust and support 
among employees. So that employees can learn more information 
and resources beneficial to enhancing their taking charge through 
interacting with team members.

Third, employees with strong absorptive capacity can 
obtain more beneficial resources in team interaction. It means 
that the organization can improve the ability of employees to 
identify, absorb and utilize knowledge, which is conducive to 
the innovation of new technology methods and 
problem-solving.

5.3. Limitations and future research 
directions

First, although we collected data at multiple time points, it still 
belongs to cross-sectional data. Longitudinal study design has more 
advantages in inferring the causal relationship between variables. In 
future research, cross-period longitudinal data can be  used to 

further make up for this limitation. At the same time, all our 
variables are from employee self-assessment, which may cause the 
problem of common method biases. Future research can collect data 
through multiple assessment methods to reduce the influence of 
common method biases on research conclusions. Second, based on 
the social learning theory, our study explored the relationship 
between leadership, team, individual and taking charge. Scholars 
can further enrich this framework through other theoretical 
perspectives and variables. For example, shared leaders advocate 
that subordinates share leadership responsibilities with leaders, and 
subordinate members are more willing to take responsibility and 
take initiative. There may also be a close relationship between shared 
leadership, TISC and taking charge. Future research can carry out 
research on this type of leadership. Third, the data of this study are 
from education, training, and other industries in China. Cross-
industry and cross-cultural studies can be carried out in subsequent 
studies to further enhance the reliability of the conclusions.

6. Conclusion

In contrast to promotive and affiliative types of organizational 
citizenship behavior (OCB), the proactive type of OCB focuses on 
the future, consciously and actively taking transformative actions 
to change the work environment (Parker and Collins, 2010). Taking 
charge is change-oriented behavior and an important way of 
individual proactive behavior (Choi, 2007). Our study leads to the 
following conclusions. First, trickle-down of authentic leadership 
and trickle-round of TISC can directly promote employees’ taking 
charge. Second, authentic leadership can also promote employees’ 
taking charge through the indirect transmission effect of 
TISC. Third, individual absorptive capacity positively moderates 
the relationship between TISC and taking charge.
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The impact of transformational
leadership on the turnover
intention of the new generation of
knowledgeable employees: A
moderated mediation model
Bin Xiong, Xiaoyan Wu and Qi Sui*

School of Public Administration, Guangxi University, Nanning, China

The relationship between transformational leadership and employee behavior has

been a popular topic in organizational research. However, while various factors

have been identified for the influence of transformational leadership on employee

behavior, researchers have so far failed to explore the impact of transformational

leadership on the turnover propensity of the new generation of knowledge workers

in terms of a specific orientation. Based on the social exchange theory, this study

explored the influence of transformational leadership on the turnover intention of

the new generation of knowledgeable employees, considering the mediating role

of person–organization fit and the moderating role of job embeddedness. Through

using SPSS 25.0, Amos 24.0, and PROCESS 3.3 to analyze the data of 326 workers, the

results showed that transformational leadership has a negative predictive effect on

the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledgeable employees. Person–

organization fit plays a partial mediating role between transformational leadership

and the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledgeable employees.

The relationship between transformational leadership and person–organization fit

is positively moderated by job embeddedness. Therefore, there is a moderated

mediation model between transformational leadership and the new generation

of knowledgeable employees. This research is a good reference and guide for

management practices between transformational leadership and the new generation

of knowledge workers.

KEYWORDS

transformational leadership, the new generation of knowledgeable workers, turnover
intention, person-organization fit, job embeddedness

Introduction

The 14th 5-Year Plan of the Communist Party of China (CPC) clearly states that
all organizations and units should innovate talent incentive methods and talent guarantee
mechanisms, cultivate good people in an all-round way, and expand talent and innovation teams
(The Xinhua News Agency, 2021). Currently, the post-80s and post-90s with higher education,
professional knowledge and skills, and innovative vitality and potential have become important
human resources of enterprises and public institutions. However, it is quite common for these
new generations of knowledgeable workers to leave and frequently job-hop, which results in
organizational management activities being faced with a lack of innovation and competitiveness,
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organizational performance being damaged, a divulge of
organizational secrets, and the loss of important customers (Park and
Shaw, 2013; An and Zhang, 2014; Hosseini et al., 2022). Therefore,
reducing the turnover rate of the new generation of knowledgeable
workers is the premise of the sustainable development of the
organization. How to enhance the loyalty of the new generation of
knowledgeable workers is an urgent problem to be solved by the
organization at present.

Based on the theory of social exchange, transformational
leadership, as a leadership style that emphasizes the common progress
and mutual promotion of superiors and subordinates, is conducive
to improving the innovative and enterprising consciousness of
the new generation of knowledgeable workers and effectively
strengthening their sense of ownership (Pu, 2015; Siangchokyoo
et al., 2020; Abu-Rumman, 2021). Compared with other leadership
styles, transformational leaders are good at using psychological
authorization to meet the high-level needs of the new generation
of employees in exchange for low-level turnover intentions of the
new generation of employees (Zhang and Wang, 2017; Grošelj
et al., 2020). Psychological authorization refers to the complex
of empowering individual inner experience, including self-efficacy,
self-determination, job meaning, and job impact (Shao et al.,
2022). Although the academic circles are to explore the impact of
transformational leadership on employee turnover behavior research,
the new generation of knowledgeable workers as the research
object discusses the impact of transformational leadership on their
turnover intention as there is little research. On the one hand,
transformational leadership can its quality exerts on Cenozoic
knowledgeable employees to reduce their turnover intention remains
to be further verification tested. On the other hand, previous research
on transformational leadership mainly focused on the relationship
between transformational leadership and the turnover intention of
the new generation of knowledgeable workers at the internal level
of the organization but did not combine the internal and external
situations of the organization to conduct an in-depth analysis.

Previous studies showed that transformational leadership can
create an inclusive and encouraging organizational atmosphere
for employees to meet the needs of subordinates to be respected
and improve the alignment of values between subordinates and
the organization (Xu and Zhong, 2015; Xiong et al., 2017), and
employees’ demands for change values and organizational aspects,
such as the matching degree, can also be negative to predict employee
turnover intention (Xu et al., 2015). In summary, transformational
leadership and personal organization match affect the behavior of
the staff, and between transformational leadership and personal
organization match, there is also a certain logic. Therefore, the
individual group match is in the transformational leadership of
new generation ACTS as an intermediary role in the effect of
knowledgeable employee turnover intention, and it remains to be
further tested. In recent years, some studies tend to focus on
employees’ interaction relations between and among organizations
and families to explore employee behavior, such as family values
match can reduce the pressure on employees’ work and improve
employees’ work happiness (Liu et al., 2019), and leadership style as
one of the direct factors affect organizational values; the relationship
between Cenozoic group match of the knowledgeable employees level
may be diverse situational factors. As a variable to study the degree of
intimacy between employees and the organizational family network,
influencing job embeddedness is often used to study employees’
dismission behavior (Xu et al., 2021), and the research on job

embeddedness in the Chinese context is also expected to be related
to employees’ leadership style. Organizational exchange relationships
and other related variables were discussed together (Yang et al.,
2010). However, there are few types of research that combine work
embeddedness with transformational leadership style and employee
turnover tendency.

To address these research gaps, exploring the relationship
between transformational leadership and turnover tendency of the
new generation of knowledge workers, based on the social exchange
theory, we introduced individual–organization matching, a variable
containing the interaction between organizations and employees, as
the mediating variable to test whether it plays a mediating role in
the influence of transformational leadership on turnover intention of
the new generation of knowledge employees. At the same time, the
variable of job embeddedness is introduced to consider the role of
job embeddedness in the influencing mechanism of transformational
leadership and turnover intention of the new generation of
knowledge employees and to test whether job embeddedness plays
a moderating role in the path of transformational leadership and
individual–organization matching. Through in-depth analysis of the
influence of transformational leadership on the turnover tendency
of the new generation of knowledge employees, the theory of
transformational leadership style and the development theory of
knowledge workers are theoretically enriched, and in practice, it is
beneficial to strengthen the close connection between leaders and the
new generation of knowledge workers, so as to reduce the turnover
rate of the new generation of knowledge workers.

Theoretical basis and research
assumptions

Transformational leadership and turnover
tendency of new generation of knowledge
workers

Transformational leadership is a type of leadership proposed by
American political sociologist Burns (1977) in his classic book on
leadership in the 1980s. It is a leadership style in which leaders and
employees enhance each other’s ethics and work motivation to a
higher level. Based on the Chinese cultural context, Li and Shi (2005)
believe that transformational leadership style can be interpreted
from four characteristics: moral exemplarity, vision motivation,
leadership charm, and personality concern. Many scholars based
on the four traits from the aspects of psychological authorization,
organizational identification, and cultural situation in China explored
the relationship between transformational leadership and the new
generation of employees and demonstrated the leadership style to
the new-generation employees’ trust and follow, and degree of
professionalism has a significant positive influence and effectively
strengthens the close relationship between the superior and the
subordinate (Li et al., 2015; Li and Mao, 2018; Liu and Li, 2018).

Referring to the definition of the new generation of knowledge
workers by Wang and Yang (2017), in this study, the new generation
of knowledge workers refers to the post-80s and post-90s who have
received higher education, possess professional knowledge and skills,
and have innovation vitality, autonomy, and potential. Turnover
intention refers to a series of operations, such as looking for potential
job opportunities and comparing potential positions with current
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ones, after employees have negative emotions such as job burnout and
low job satisfaction in the process of work (Mobley, 1977). Due to the
superior growth environment, Cenozoic knowledge-type employees
tend to have higher levels of superiority and value pursuit, but their
growth process is accompanied by early education, career choices,
and peer comparison aspects of pressure, causing them to lack the
courage to face setbacks and the ability to resist work pressure,
leading to the high turnover (Ma, 2016).

According to the social exchange theory, there is a close exchange
relationship between leaders and employees. For example, when
employees feel appreciated and cared for by leaders, they tend to
reward leaders with high emotional attachment and low turnover
intention (Xu and Zhao, 2011). Combined with the personality traits
of the new generation of knowledge workers, the reasons for their
turnover thoughts can be summed up from the following three
demand levels: (1) at the level of leader identification demand, the
new generation of knowledge workers is eager to follow a leader with
amiable character and high-level value pursuit. If the new generation
of knowledge workers has low satisfaction with their leaders, it means
that the employees are likely to have a high turnover intention
(Ni, 2017). (2) In terms of results identification needs, the new
generation of employees who prefer to be self-centered hopes that
their work achievements can be recognized and praised by leaders
and colleagues in a timely manner and even can be exchanged for
actual remuneration or promotion. When the new generation of
employees perceives that their work benefits are maximized and their
work costs are minimized, their turnover intention will be negatively
affected (Chen and Zheng, 2016). (3) The right to agree with the
demand level and business ability of the new-generation employees
desire to be a leader will give them certain privileges, making their
judgment ability and creative thinking to get exercise, and outdated
approval process and flexible way of working can inhibit their work
motivation and job involvement. In summary, it can be said that
leaders with different management styles have different levels of
social interaction with their subordinates and have different levels of
influence on their turnover plans. The new generation of knowledge
workers with a high level of leader–member exchange will get more
work resources and organizational support at work so as to improve
their job satisfaction and organizational loyalty. On the contrary, the
new generation of knowledge workers who have been ignored and
excluded by leaders for a long time will greatly reduce their trust and
recognition of leaders and even have the idea of leaving.

Based on the above elaboration and the characteristics
of transformational leadership, this research believes that
transformational leadership and the new generation of knowledge
workers logically have a reciprocal relationship and emphasize
that both sides progress together and promote each other. First
of all, the good conduct of transformational leaders will subtly
influence the new generation of knowledge workers so as to
effectively enhance their close relationship with the new generation
of knowledge workers in terms of values and behaviors. Second,
the vision incentive characteristics of transformational leadership
make it clear to the new generation of knowledge workers to
convey the organization’s development prospects, fully show the
organization’s development plan, and give the new generation of
knowledge workers a certain degree of work autonomy to satisfy
their desire for work discretion. Third, transformational leaders
have the strong coping ability, the executive ability, and initiative
and can timely solve practical problems for the organization
and the new generation of knowledge workers. Through their

work performance and personal benefits, they stimulate the new
generation of knowledge workers to change their self-cognition
and work engagement with positive images. Finally, in addition to
providing support and encouragement at work, transformational
leadership also provides material support and interpersonal
care to solve the difficulties in the life of the new generation of
knowledge workers so as to improve their sense of belonging and
organizational dependence (Buil et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2020). It
can be seen that transformational leadership can improve the new
generation of knowledge workers’ dependence on themselves in
many ways to reduce their turnover intention, which has a direct
negative impact on the new generation of knowledge workers’
turnover decisions. In summary, this study proposes the following
hypothesis:

H1: Transformational leadership negatively affects the turnover
intention of the new generation of knowledge workers.

The mediating role of
individual–organization matching

Cable and DeRue (2002) divided individual–organization
matching into three dimensions, value matching, need–supply
matching, and competence requirement matching, and explained
the differences in employee attitudes and behaviors with the
interaction between individuals and organizations. Previous studies
showed that the leader’s conduct style can not only effectively affect
employee morale and job satisfaction but also significantly affect
the organizational atmosphere and collective values. In combination
with the personality traits of the new generation of knowledge
workers, leaders do not pay attention to creating a fair internal
atmosphere and a leadership style with high organizational support.
This indicates that the values, needs, and other aspects of the
new generation of knowledge workers are inconsistent with the
collective values and material and spiritual supply presented by
the organization. Under the condition of low matching degrees
between individuals and organizations, the new generation of
knowledge workers is likely to have a turnover tendency. For
example, leaders ignore a series of behaviors that violate collective
norms, such as group alliance and malicious internal competition,
which will destroy the trust and follow of the new generation of
employees, leading to the breakdown of the psychological contract
between the new generation of employees and the organization,
and further increase their turnover intention (Tao and Feng, 2020).
Therefore, it is necessary to study whether individual–organization
matching can be influenced by transformational leadership style,
whether it can directly predict the turnover intention of the new
generation of knowledge workers, and whether it can play a
certain role in the path of transformational leadership affecting
the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge
workers.

The relationship between transformational leadership and
individual–organization matching shows that transformational
leadership is good at using its value orientation to shape
organizational climate. For example, transformational leadership
pays attention to the shaping of learning organizations through
values and creates an organizational atmosphere that encourages
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innovation and supports employees to realize self-value by enhancing
collective effectiveness, promoting knowledge flow, and increasing
creative output (Sun and Lei, 2018). Second, transformational
leaders use their personalized care and leadership charm to create
a highly supportive atmosphere. They pay attention to improving
the level of interpersonal care in the organization from both
material and spiritual aspects and motivate employees to improve
their workability and personal quality with intellectual stimulation
behavior so as to meet the complementarity between personal
business ability and organizational position requirements. Based on
the above analysis, transformational leadership can give full play
to its value-oriented guiding role, the incentive role of material
conditions, and psychological care and create an organizational
atmosphere with high interpersonal care and team support so
as to improve the matching degree between employees and
the organization. Therefore, this study proposes the following
hypothesis:

H2: Transformational leadership positively affects individual–
organization matching.

The relationship between individual–organization matching and
turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge workers is
discussed. It has been found that the intention of the new generation
of knowledge workers to stay and go is related to the degree to
which their needs match the organization. From the perspective
of three dimensions of individual–organization matching: value
matching, need and supply matching, and ability and demand
matching; first, the value deviation of individuals and organizations
will lead to strong negative emotions in the new generation of
knowledge workers, accompanied by a high turnover intention.
The new generation of employees desires to be treated fairly by
the organization in terms of profit distribution, job opportunities,
and communication and interaction so as to encourage them to
continue to stay in the collective and actively engage in work (Han,
2016). Second, according to social exchange theory, implicit mutual
expectation between organization and employee, the organization
provides the new generation of employees with expected material
rewards and training opportunities in return for its mental activity.
This kind of “high expectations–perception” reciprocal state can
effectively reduce the new generation of employee turnover intention
(Cheng and Lin, 2017). Finally, the new generation of employees
needs to go through the process of socialization both in thought and
action, and the matching of personal ability and job requirements
requires constant running in with the organization in the process of
interaction. Therefore, providing the new generation of employees
with vocational training and training opportunities so that they
can perceive the support and help provided by the organization
for their long-term development is conducive to enhancing their
willingness to stay (Li et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2021). Based on the
above analysis, compared with considerable material remuneration,
the new generation of knowledge workers with superior growth
environments pays more attention to the positive value-oriented role
of the organization in the distribution of benefits and interpersonal
interaction. They are more eager to gain the respect and recognition
of the organization and maintain a stable and mutually beneficial
relationship with the organization and with the help of the
organization through early career confusion to achieve socialization.
If the new generation of knowledge workers cannot match the
values of the organization, their expected demand deviates from

the actual supply of the organization, and their career development
cannot be helped and supported by the organization; they are
very likely to quit. Therefore, this study proposes the following
hypothesis:

H3: Individual–organization matching negatively affects the
turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge workers.

To sum up, in the process of organization construction and
operation, the leader is good at combining organization and
the development of new generation knowledge staff, according
to the organization culture and organization vision setting up
a related system of value and salary, benefits, and consciously
cultivating and corresponding organization atmosphere, the
implementation of the corresponding human care, vocational
training activities, to maintain the consistency between the
new generation of knowledge workers and the organization
in values, needs and supplies, capabilities and requirements
so as to achieve low turnover intention. Therefore, this study
holds that the influence of transformational leadership on the
turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge workers
can be transmitted as a mediating variable through individual–
organization matching. Therefore, the following hypothesis is
proposed:

H4: Individual–organization matching plays a mediating role
in the impact of transformational leadership on the turnover
intention of the new generation of knowledge workers.

The moderating effect of job embedding

Job embedding was first proposed by American psychologist
Mitchell et al. (2001) and used to study employee turnover
behavior. It refers to the intimacy of the network formed between
individuals and work-related situations inside and outside the
organization. It mainly includes two forms: in-work embedding
related to the organization and out-of-work embedding related
to community and family. By combining these two embedding
forms with attachment, matching and sacrifice, job embedding
can be divided into six dimensions: organizational connection
and community connection, organizational matching and
community matching, organizational sacrifice and community
sacrifice.

Yang et al. (2013) found through the interview that, under the
influence of traditional Chinese culture, family has a very important
influence on employees’ work and helps to increase employees’
social communication and improve their sense of integration and
happiness. Similarly, before entering the organization, the new
generation of knowledge workers always needs to consider their
matching with the values and supplies of the organization, and there
are also factors influencing the new generation of knowledge workers’
job choices in the community and family. For example, the pressure
caused by commuting time and cost will be unconsciously added
to the work, which will affect job satisfaction (Evans et al., 2002)
and lead the new generation of knowledge workers to make other
job choices. The leadership behavior style can not only improve
the fit between the new generation of knowledge workers and

Frontiers in Psychology 04 frontiersin.org389

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1090987
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-1090987 January 21, 2023 Time: 15:15 # 5

Xiong et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1090987

the organization in all aspects from the organizational level but
also meet the needs of employees in the community and family
to a certain extent by means of workplace regulation and flexible
working time (Nie and Xie, 2018). It can be seen that the extent
to which transformational leadership can influence the matching
of the new generation of knowledge workers with the organization
is not only influenced by the in-job embedment related to the
organization but also restricted by the out-job embedment related
to the community and family. Therefore, to more comprehensively
explore the level of influence of transformational leadership on
individual–organizational matching, it is necessary to consider the
moderating effect of job embedding.

Although there is a lack of literature research on transformational
leadership and job embeddedness, some scholars have discussed
the moderating effect of job embeddedness, which provides a
logical basis for the research on job embeddedness and leadership
style. As Wang et al. (2014) to explore the work embedded
in the regulating role in the relationship between organizational
commitment and innovation behavior, the high level of work
embedded under the employees can feel more with the organization’s
close ties with the conjunction, and the objective cognition can,
in turn, strengthen the organization reliable on employees; Zhou
et al. (2018) studied the moderating effect of job embedment
on the relationship between psychological capital and employee
engagement, suggesting that employee engagement at different levels
of job embedment may be based on the rewards and benefits
provided by the organization, or may be driven by psychological
cognition. Therefore, transformational leadership, as one of the
important factors, can positively affect organizational commitment
and psychological capital (Liang and Li, 2016; Wang et al., 2017;
Xenikou, 2017). Under the moderating effect of job embeddedness,
the new generation of knowledge workers may adopt more
favorable behaviors to match organizational values, supply, demand,
and capabilities. In summary, this study proposes the following
hypothesis:

H5: Job embeddings play a positive moderating role between
transformational leadership and individual–organization
matching. In other words, transformational leadership has a
more significant positive impact on individual–organization
matching at a high level of job embeddings.

Based on the above analysis and the previous hypothesis, this
study concludes that job embedding moderates the mediating effect
of individual–organization matching between transformational
leadership and turnover intention of the new generation of
knowledge workers. To be specific, transformational leadership
will choose to improve the matching level between individuals and
organizations based on the need to stabilize the turnover rate of
the new generation of knowledge workers. However, a higher level
of job embedment can make transformational leadership have a
more positive impact on individual–organization matching. At
this time, transformational leadership can reduce the turnover
intention of the new generation of knowledge workers by improving
the level of individual–organization matching. In conclusion,
job embedding plays a moderating role in the relationship
among transformational leadership, individual–organization
matching, and the new generation of knowledge workers. In
other words, the mediating role of individual–organization

matching between transformational leadership and the new
generation of knowledge workers is influenced by job embedding.
Therefore, this study proposes a moderated mediation model
hypothesis:

H6: Job embedment positively moderates the mediating effect
of individual–organization matching between transformational
leaders and the new generation of knowledge workers. In
other words, at a high level of job embedment, individual–
organization matching has a stronger mediating effect
between transformational leaders and the new generation
of knowledge workers.

According to the above research hypotheses, the theoretical
model of this study is shown in Figure 1.

Research design

Research samples

This study mainly discusses the influence of transformational
leadership on the turnover intention of the new generation of
knowledge workers. The survey scope is mainly in Guangxi, and
the knowledge workers born after 1980 are the sample. In June
2021 and September 2021, 400 questionnaires were distributed and
357 were recovered. In total, 31 invalid questionnaires that were
incomplete and did not meet the age requirements were deleted.
A total of 326 valid questionnaires were obtained with an effective
recovery rate of 81.5%.

The basic information of the respondents is shown in Table 1,
including 152 men, accounting for 46.6%, and 174 women,
accounting for 53.4%. There were 167 under 25 years old (51.2%),
114 between 25 and 30 years old (35%), 38 between 30 and 35 years
old (11.7%), and 7 between 35 and 40 years old (2.1%). Most of the
respondents had bachelor’s degrees, accounting for 77%, and 75 had
master’s degrees or above, accounting for 23%. Unmarried people
accounted for the majority (77.3%) of the total sample; married
people without children accounted for 8%; married people with
children accounted for 14.4%; and divorced people with children
accounted for 0.3%. In addition, among the new generation of
knowledge workers surveyed, state-owned enterprises account for
27.6% of the total sample, government institutions account for 25.2%,
private enterprises account for 32.2%, foreign enterprises account for
3.4%, Sino-foreign joint ventures account for 11.3%, and other units
account for 0.3%; most of the respondents are ordinary employees,
accounting for 69.3% of the total sample, ordinary managers account
for 21.8%, middle managers account for 6.4%, and top managers
account for 2.5%. At the same time, respondents almost completely
filled in the working years and other relevant information.

Variable measurement

The measurement variables of this study include
transformational leadership, the turnover intention of the new
generation of knowledge workers, personal–organization matching,
and job embedment. A maturity scale commonly used at home and
abroad is adopted, and appropriate modifications are made based
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FIGURE 1

Theoretical model of this study.

TABLE 1 Basic information of respondents (N = 326).

Project Category Number Percentage (%) Project Category Number Percentage (%)

Gender Man 152 46.6 Unit properties

Woman 174 53.4 State-owned enterprise 90 27.6

Government organs 82 25.2

Age <25 167 51.2 The private enterprise 105 32.2

25–30 114 35.0 The foreign capital enterprise 11 3.4

30–35 38 11.7 Sino-foreign joint venture 37 11.3

35–40 7 2.1 Else 1 0.3

Final academic degree Bachelor 251 77

Master degree or above 75 23 Time in job <1 101 31.0

1–3 128 39.3

Marital status Unmarried 252 77.3 3–6 65 19.9

Married without children 26 8.0 6–10 21 6.4

Married with children 47 14.4 >10 11 3.4

Divorce with children 1 0.3

Years of work in the unit <1 114 35.0

Position Ordinary worker 226 69.3 1–3 125 38.3

General manager 71 21.8 3–6 62 19.0

Middle-level manager 21 6.4 6–10 16 4.9

Top management level 8 2.5 >10 9 2.8

on expert opinions and research needs. The scale used is a 5-point
Likert scale with a score of 1–5, representing “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree,” respectively. At the same time, to avoid the influence
of demographic variables on the statistical results, this study takes
basic information such as age and gender as control variables.

(1) Transformational leadership. The scale developed by Li and
Shi (2005) is used to measure transformational leadership, which
consists of 11 items in four dimensions, namely, moral model, vision
motivation, leadership charm, and personalized care. Among them,
the moral model contains three items, such as “your leadership
can endure hardship first, enjoy after” and so on; vision motivation
includes three items, such as “leaders often analyze the impact of
their work on the overall goals of the unit and department together

with employees”; leadership charisma includes three items, such as
“your leader can constantly learn to enrich and improve themselves”;
personality care includes two questions, such as “your leader is willing
to help employees solve problems in life and family.” The Cronbach’s
α coefficient of the scale was 0.949.

(2) Turnover tendency of the new generation of knowledge
workers. The turnover intention scale developed by Mobley et al.
(1978) is used to measure the turnover intention of the new
generation of knowledge workers, with a total of 4 items, such as “you
are very likely to leave the current unit in the short term” and so on.
The Cronbach’s α coefficient of the scale was 0.905.

(3) Individual–organization matching. The measurement scale
of Cable and DeRue (2002) was used to measure individual–tissue
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matching. The scale contains three dimensions: value matching,
demand–supply matching, and demand–ability matching, with a
total of nine items. Among them, the value matching dimension
contains three items, such as “your values can match the values
and culture of the organization”; the demand–supply matching
dimension contains three items, including “your current job is exactly
the job you are looking for, and it provides you with the material
and spiritual resources you need.” Requirements–the competency
matching dimension contains three items, such as “the skills you
have are well matched to the job requirements.” The Cronbach’s α

coefficient of the scale was 0.919.
(4) Job embedding. To satisfy the research in the Chinese

context, the job embeddedness scale of Liang (2005) was used. The
scale was divided into six dimensions of organizational bonding
and community bonding, organizational matching and community
matching, and organizational sacrifice and community sacrifice with
a total of 15 items. Among them, the organizational connection
includes two items, including “there are many colleagues who can
be highly relied on in work”; the organizational match includes four
questions, including “your current job makes the best use of your
skills and talents.” Organizational sacrifice includes three items such
as “you have nothing to lose if you leave the organization.” The
community connection includes two items such as “you have a parent
living in the area, or a caring family member or close friend living in
the area.” Community matching includes two items, such as “do you
like where you live now”; community sacrifice includes two questions:
it is difficult to leave the community you live in. The Cronbach’s α

coefficient of the scale was 0.901.

Research results

Common method deviation test

This study adopted a cross-sectional study. All questionnaire
data were obtained at one time by the self-filling method of the
respondents, so there may be a common method bias problem.
According to the suggestion of Zhou and Long (2004), the control
method of common method deviation can start from procedural
control and statistical control. In terms of procedural control, this
study used an electronic questionnaire and a paper questionnaire, a
questionnaire anonymity method, advanced description of research
purpose, pretest to improve scale items, and other methods to reduce
the common deviation. In the statistical control, the Harman’s single-
factor test is used to test the common method deviation. Through the
unrotated principal component factor analysis, it was found that a
total of seven factors were extracted from the principal component
analysis, and the cumulative explanation of the seven factors was
68.679%, indicating that all the variation could not be explained by
a single factor. Moreover, the variation explained by the first factor
was 38.9%, which did not exceed the critical value of 40%, indicating
that there was no serious common method bias in the data collected
in this study.

Confirmatory factor analysis

Amos 24.0 was used to test the construct validity of four
measurement scales: transformational leadership, turnover intention,

person–organization matching, and job embedding. According to
the fitting index criterion of Hu and Bentler (1999) (X2/DF < 3,
RMSEA < 0.08, CFI, AVE, CR, NFI, RFI, IFI, TLI fitting index > 0.9),
Table 2 shows the relevant fitting index of each measurement scale,
and Table 3 shows the HTMT result of each measurement scale. All
measurement scales meet the reference standard. It indicates that the
model in this study has a good fitting degree and good validity.

Variable description and correlation
analysis

In this study, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to test the
relationship among transformational leadership, turnover intention
of the new generation of knowledge workers, individual–organization
matching, and job embeddedness, and gender and age are added
as two control variables. As shown in Table 4, transformational
leadership is significantly negatively correlated with the turnover
intention of new-generation knowledge workers (r = −0.390,
P < 0.01) and positively correlated with individual–organization
matching (r = 0.593, P < 0.01). Meanwhile, there was a significant
negative correlation between the personal–organization matching
and the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge
workers (r = −0.385, P < 0.01). The results showed that H1, H2, and
H3 have been verified, which provides preliminary support for the
research hypothesis in this study.

Moderated mediation model testing

Under the condition that the control variables are gender and
age, this study first uses Model 4 in the SPSS macro program
PROCESS compiled by Hayes (Model 4 is a simple mediation model)
to test the mediating effect of individual–organization matching
between transformational leadership and the turnover intention of
the new generation of knowledge workers. As shown in Table 5,
transformational leadership has a significant negative predictive effect
on the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge
workers (β = −0.49, t = −7.79, P < 0.01), and the negative predictive
effect of transformational leadership on the turnover intention of the
new generation of knowledge workers is still significant (β = −0.33,
P < 0.01) when the mediating variable individual–organization
matching is included (T = −4.18, P < 0.01). Transformational
leadership had a significant positive predictive effect on the personal–
organization matching (β = 0.58, t = 13.64, P < 0.01) and a significant
negative predictive effect on the turnover intention of the new
generation of knowledge workers (β = −0.29, t = −3.52, P < 0.01).

As shown in Table 6, the upper and lower limits of the bootstrap
95% confidence interval of the direct effect of transformational
leadership on the turnover intention of the new generation of
knowledge workers are (−0.18, −0.47), respectively. The upper and
lower limits of the bootstrap 95% confidence interval of the mediating
effect of individual–organization matching between transformational
leadership and turnover intention of new-generation knowledge
workers are (−0.08) and (−0.29), respectively, excluding 0. The
results showed that transformational leadership can not only directly
predict the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge
workers, but also predict the turnover intention through the
mediating effect of individual–organization matching, which plays
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TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis results (N = 326).

X2/df RMSEA CFI NFI RFI IFI TLI AVE CR

Transformational leadership 2.895 0.076 0.977 0.965 0.946 0.977 0.964 0.628 0.936

Turnover intention 2.393 0.065 0.997 0.994 0.983 0.997 0.990 0.707 0.893

Individual–organization matching 2.627 0.071 0.984 0.974 0.961 0.984 0.976 0.642 0.773

Work embedded 1.928 0.053 0.968 0.936 0.911 0.968 0.955 0.511 0.735

TABLE 3 Heterotrait-monotrait ratio result.

Transformational
leadership

Personal–
organization

matching

Work
embedding

Knowledge-
based

employees

The turnover tendency of
the new generation of

knowledge-based
employees

Age Gender

Transformational
leadership

−

Personal–
organization
matching

0.583 −

Work embedding 0.465 0.515 −

Knowledge-based
employees

0.654 0.634 0.591 −

The turnover
tendency of the new
generation of
knowledge-based
employees

−0.428 −0.424 −0.298 −0.513 −

Age −0.047 0.012 0.080 0.201 −0.080 −

Gender 0.748 0.761 0.604 0.589 −0.385 0.165

TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis (N = 326).

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Gender 1.53 0.50 1

Age 1.65 0.77 0.003 1

Transformational leadership 3.32 0.70 0.099 −0.049 1 −0.390** 0.593** 0.607**

The turnover tendency of the new generation of Knowledge-based employees 3.56 0.86 0.013 −0.074 −0.390** 1 −0.385** −0.420**

Personal–organization matching 3.32 0.67 −0.032 0.072 0.593** −0.385** 1 0.645**

Work embedding 3.22 0.57 0.008 0.076 0.607** −0.420** 0.645** 1

**Denotes P < 0.01.

a part of the mediating effect, and the direct effect and mediating
effect account for 65.27 and 34.75% of the total effect, respectively.
The results show that H1, H2, and H3 are further verified, and H4 is
preliminarily supported.

Then, Model 7 in the SPSS macro program PROCESS compiled
by Hayes (Model 7 assumes that the first half of the mediation
model is moderated, which is the same as the theoretical model
in this study) was used to test the moderated mediation model
after adding the control variables, gender and age. As shown in
Table 7, when job embedding was added to the model, the product
term of transformational leadership and job embedding had a
significant predictive effect on individual–organization matching
(β = 0.15, t = 2.89, P < 0.01), indicating that job embedding could
play a moderating role between transformational leadership and
individual–organization matching.

To observe the effect of job embedding at different levels,
the mean plus one standard deviation (M + 1 SD) was set as

high job embedding, and the mean minus one standard deviation
(M-1 SD) was set as low job embedding. Then, the bootstrap
method was used to test the mediating effect value and 95%
confidence interval results between transformational leadership and
the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge workers.
As shown in Table 8, in the influence path of transformational
leadership on individual–organization matching, the mediating effect
of individual–organization matching is significant at the low level of
job embedding, the effect value is −0.07, and the 95% confidence
interval is (−0.02, −0.14), excluding 0. At a high job embedment
level, the mediating effect of person–organization matching was also
significant, with an effect value of −0.12 and 95% confidence interval
of (−0.05, −0.20), excluding 0. In addition, working in the high and
low levels of the embedded, individuals and organizations match the
indirect effect of difference value of 0.04, 95% confidence interval
(0.04, 0.17), and do not contain 0, and a further sign of individual and
organization matching under various levels in the transformational
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TABLE 5 Test of the mediating effect of person–organization matching.

Regression equation (N = 326) Fitting index Significance of coefficient

Outcome variable Predictor variable R R2 F β t

Turnover intention 0.41 0.17 22.31**

Gender 0.09 1.04

Age −1.04 −1.83**

Transformational leadership −0.49 −7.79**

Individual–organization matching 0.60 0.36 60.76**

Gender −0.12 −2.09*

Age 0.09 2.29*

Transformational leadership 0.58 13.64**

Turnover intention 0.46 0.21 21.06**

Gender 0.06 0.64

Age −0.08 −1.40

Individual–organization matching −0.29 −3.52**

Transformational leadership −0.33 −4.18**

*Denotes P < 0.05 and **denotes P < 0.01.

TABLE 6 Breakdown table of total effect, direct effect, and mediating effect.

Effect value BootSE standard error BootLLCI floor BootLLCI ceiling Relative effect value

Mediating effect −0.18 0.05 −0.29 −0.08 34.75%

Direct effect −0.33 0.08 −0.47 −0.18 65.27%

Total effect −0.51 0.79 −0.48 −0.17

TABLE 7 Test of moderated mediation model.

Regression equation (N = 326) Fitting index Significance of coefficient

Outcome variable Predictor variable R R2 F β t

Individual–organization matching 0.70 0.49 62.45**

Gender −0.09 −1.75

Age 0.03 0.79

Transformational leadership 0.33 6.81**

Job embeddedness 0.49 8.20**

Transformational
leadership × job embeddedness

0.15 2.89**

Turnover intention 0.46 0.21 21.06**

Gender 0.06 0.70

Age −0.09 −1.57

Transformational leadership −0.33 −4.28**

Individual–organization
matching

−0.31 −3.81**

**Denotes P < 0.01.

leadership and Cenozoic intermediary effect between knowledge staff
turnover intention has significant differences.

At the same time, exploring the relationship between work
embeddedness and transformational leadership and individual–
organizational matching is shown in Table 9. According to Table 9,
the individual–organization matching score was plotted as a simple
slope analysis graph (Figure 2) to further illustrate the interaction
between transformational leadership and job embedding. The results
showed that, at a high level of job embeddings, transformational

leadership had a significant positive predictive effect on individual–
organization matching (simple slope = 1.37, P < 0.01), and at a
low level of job embeddings, transformational leadership still had
a significant positive predictive effect on individual–organization
matching (simple slope = 0.72, P < 0.01). P < 0.01, and the predictive
effect increased with the mean increase of one standard deviation,
indicating that the predictive effect of job embedment on individual–
organization matching increased with the level of transformational
leadership; H4, H5, and H6 were proved.
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TABLE 8 Direct effects and mediating effects on different levels of job
embedding.

Job
embeddedness

Effect
value

BootSE
standard error

BootLLCI
floor

BootLLCI
ceiling

2.65 (M-1 SD) −0.07** 0.03 −0.14 −0.02

3.22 (M) −0.10** 0.04 −0.17 −0.04

3.79 (M + 1 SD) −0.12** 0.04 −0.20 −0.05

**Denotes P < 0.01.

TABLE 9 The interaction between transformational leadership and job
embedding.

Coeff. SE t p LLCI ULCI

Constant 3.3762 0.1023 32.9979 0.00** 3.1749 3.5774

Transformational
leadership

0.3393 0.0486 6.9778 0.00** 0.2437 0.435

Job
embeddedness

0.4894 0.0595 8.2313 0.00** 0.3724 0.6064

Int_1 0.1429 0.0524 2.7245 0.0068** 0.0397 0.246

**Denotes P < 0.01.

Conclusion

Research conclusion

This research draws the following conclusions: (1)
transformational leadership negatively predicts the turnover
intention of the new generation of knowledge workers. A wide
variety of extant theoretical and empirical studies proposed that
the behavior and values of transformational leadership play a
crucial role in the development direction of employees, such as
the innovation performance and turnover intention of employees
(Gerlach et al., 2020). However, there are various types of employees,
and these studies do not carry out in-depth research on a specific
type of employee, such as the new generation of knowledge workers.
Our results reveal that there is a complex relationship between
transformational leadership behavior and the turnover intention
of the new generation of knowledge workers. When leaders do
not have convincing character and superb business ability, they
cannot provide clear goal orientation and do not pay attention to
material care and interpersonal care to create an organizational
atmosphere, so the new generation of knowledge workers will
have the idea of leaving. It shows that the willingness to stay
off the new generation of knowledge workers not only depends
on personal factors such as industry preferences but also pays
attention to whether the leader’s behavior and values match with
it. These findings provide theoretical insights into the dynamic
development of the new generation of knowledge workers. (2)
This study proves that individual–organization matching plays
a partial mediating role between transformational leadership
and the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge
employees, which has a certain contribution to the theoretical
research on the relationship between transformational leadership
and the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledge
employees. Previous research provides circumstantial evidence
for our inference; such as, Sok et al. (2021) think that it is only
when the fit between FLEs, their roles, and the work climate is
right that firms will get the best out of their employees. This

research found that individual–organization fit acts as a partial
mediator between transformational leadership and the turnover
intention of the new generation of knowledge workers. It shows that
transformational leaders can not only directly and negatively predict
the turnover intention of the new generation of knowledgeable
workers, but also negatively predict their turnover intention through
the degree of matching between the new generation of knowledgeable
workers and all aspects of the organization. These findings enrich
existing theories and contribute to a better understanding of how
transformational leadership influences the turnover intentions of
the new generation of knowledge workers. (3) Job embeddedness
has a moderating effect between transformational leadership and
individual–organizational fit, and job embeddedness can positively
moderate the mediating effect of personal–organizational fit
between transformational leadership and the new generation of
knowledgeable workers. Previous studies noted that job embedding
has an important impact on employees’ job performance (Qian
et al., 2022) and voluntary admission (Peltokorpi et al., 2022);
such as, Ali et al. (2022) investigated the relationship between
psychological capital and employee performance through the
mediating role of job embeddedness. The research results showed
that job embeddedness significantly mediates the link between
psychological capital and employee performance. Chen (2022)
believes that job embeddedness is positively correlated with
employees’ innovative service behavior. Through job embeddedness,
employees’ enthusiasm can be stimulated, thus promoting their
innovation. In this research, by exploring the moderating effect
of job embeddedness, transformational leadership can positively
influence individual–organization fit at both high and low levels of
job embeddedness, but when compared with low job embeddedness,
transformational leadership can more positively affect the new
generation of knowledgeable workers and organizations when job
embeddedness is high. The matching of values, supply and demand,
ability, and requirements makes it easier to retain a new generation
of knowledgeable workers. Therefore, job embeddedness is mainly
responsible for regulating the first half of the mediating path and has
a positive regulatory effect. This provides more insight into which
behaviors of transformational leaders can positively impact the new
generation of knowledge workers.

Management implications

Based on the research conclusions, this study draws the following
management implications.

First, focus on cultivating the transformational leadership
style of managers to enhance the retention tendency of the new
generation of knowledgeable workers. Extant research suggested
that transformational leadership style has a significant negative
correlation with employees’ turnover intention, and employee
performance mediates the connection between turnover intentions
and TL. In other words, transformational leaders encourage
employee performance, which, in turn, decreases their turnover
intentions (Yücel, 2021). However, our research suggests that
transformational leadership may not always use employee
performance to influence employee turnover intention, especially
for the new generation of knowledge workers. According to
the conclusion of this study, transformational leadership can
negatively predict the turnover intention of the new generation
of knowledgeable workers, which means that leaders can weaken
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FIGURE 2

The moderating effect of job embedding on the relationship between transformational leadership and person–organization matching.

the turnover intention of this group by improving their own good
morals, vision planning ability, personal charm, and interpersonal
care. In terms of morality, leaders should not only set an example in
their daily work but also pay attention to the influence of personal
reputation and reputation on the willingness of the new generation
of knowledgeable workers to follow when dealing with personal
affairs; combined with the personal goals of the new generation of
knowledgeable workers, leaders who regard the development of the
new generation of knowledgeable workers as equally important as
organizational development will inevitably lead to a high degree
of organizational support perception among the new generation
of knowledgeable workers and stimulate their sense of ownership
to reduce their willingness to leave; in terms of charisma, the new
generation of knowledgeable workers who are attracted by new
things and are interested in unique personalities is often attracted
by a certain superb ability of the leader. Therefore, leaders should
always maintain a state of learning and improvement, constantly
improve their business ability and ability to deal with interpersonal
affairs, and show this mature and professional leadership quality
to the new generation of knowledgeable workers to positively
influence their loyalty and following. In terms of individual care,
leaders can give corresponding help and support according to
the career development status and family living conditions of
the new generation of knowledgeable employees, such as helping
the new-generation knowledgeable employees who have just
entered society to formulate personalized career plans and reserve
positions for the new generation of knowledgeable workers who
need further education. This personalized care will satisfy the
“self-awareness” of the new generation of knowledgeable workers
to a certain extent and make them feel the sincerity of their
leaders, thereby enhancing their trust and dependence on the
organization.

Second, pay attention to the changes in the value, supply–
demand, and ability–demand of the new generation of knowledgeable
workers and the degree of matching with the organization, and

strengthen the mediating role of individual–organization matching.
Extant research has suggested that occupational stress significantly
affects employees’ turnover intention (Cuc et al., 2022). However,
our research shows that there is a certain correlation between
employee turnover intention and organizational matching degree.
The new generation of knowledgeable workers will gradually form
a set of values, ways of thinking, and ways of doing things that fit
the collective in the process of running in with the organization,
and these concepts and behaviors are not static. In the process of
adapting to the organization, due to the fierce social competition
and peer pressure, the new generation of knowledgeable workers is
susceptible to the interference of external noise and the temptation
of petty profits, resulting in blurred career goals and difficulty in
deciding the future development direction. You can only jump back
and forth between different industries frequently. If things go on
like this, it will not only be unfavorable for the new generation
of knowledgeable employees to accumulate work experience and
social contacts, but also the team will not be able to recruit talents
who meet the needs of the post. Therefore, leaders should always
pay attention to the changes in the degree of matching between
the new generation of knowledgeable workers and the organization
and use their good characteristics to adjust the relationship between
the new generation of knowledgeable workers and the organization
in a timely manner. When the new generation of knowledgeable
workers falls into a spiritual trap that is not conducive to the long-
term development of organizations and individuals, such as “fast-
food culture,” leaders can organize the human resources department
and their immediate managers to help the new generation of
knowledgeable workers establish positive social values. Recognize
self-worth and the direction of development. When the new
generation of knowledgeable workers has obtained certain material
rewards and work achievements in the organization, the leaders
cannot still maintain the organizational supply on the material
surface. From the perspective of fairness theory, relying only on
material rewards will increase the economic pressure on enterprises
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and lead to errors in subjective judgments by employees. Leaders
should combine non-material methods such as decentralization and
decentralization to meet the high-level needs and organizational
status of the new generation of knowledgeable workers. Negativeness
needs to be avoided. Emotions led him to leave. From the perspective
of organizational development, when the business capabilities of
the new generation of knowledgeable workers are gradually strictly
required, leaders should face up to the changes in the group in the
process of self-improvement and correctly recognize the learning
ability and energy of the new generation of knowledgeable workers.
It will be depleted due to physical fitness, work environment,
and family environment. Therefore, leaders should help the new
generation of knowledgeable workers improve their business level
by carrying out support activities such as career planning and skills
training.

Third, pay attention to work embedded in transformational
leadership and personal fit. According to the conclusions of
this study, work in a high level of embeddedness under the
transformational leadership can more actively influence personal
organization match and, then, by raising the level of work
embedded in Cenozoic knowledgeable employees can help to
more positively affect individual transformational leader. Based
on the study of talent competition strategies in the first- and
second-tier cities, it is found that policies such as employment
and living allowance for talents’ immediate family can meet the
needs and expectations of the new generation of knowledgeable
workers for community life. In addition, many listed companies
tend to bestow conditional stock options to meet the economic
needs of the new generation of knowledgeable employees. This
kind of bundled income within the organization determines
how long the employee can enjoy the dividend after staying
in the post and also stipulates that the income from the stock
options cannot be continued to enjoy bundled income after
leaving the post. Based on the local economic environment and
enterprise strength, after understanding the different needs of the
new generation of knowledgeable workers in work and family,
managers can exert the transformational leadership characteristics
and play a moderating role of job embedding according to the
development needs of the organization and the new generation of
knowledgeable workers.

Research deficiencies and prospects

Although this study provides some inspiration for related
research, it also has the following shortcomings.

First, most of the respondents in this study are unmarried and
around 25 years old, so they do not need to think too much
about family issues such as children going to school for the time
being. At the same time, in the process of data collection, this
study did not investigate the family status of married respondents
and failed to understand which community family factors had the
most extensive influence on their turnover intention. In addition, in
terms of the selection of moderating variables, this research mainly
focuses on the analysis of job embeddedness to explore the impact
of job embeddedness on the relationship between transformational
leadership and the new generation of knowledge workers. However,
the relationship between transformational leadership and the new
generation of knowledge workers is very complex, and other
factors may have a moderating effect on the relationship between

transformational leadership and the new generation of knowledge
workers, such as gender difference. Therefore, this study has certain
limitations in exploring the role of community family factors in
the relationship between transformational leadership and individual–
organization fit. Therefore, in future research, the marital status
of the respondents can be listed as one of the control variables,
and gender can be used as the moderating variable between
transformational leadership and individual–organizational matching,
combined with the interview method, to explore whether community
family factors will affect the relationship between transformational
leadership and individual–organizational matching due to different
marital status and whether gender differences will affect the
relationship between transformational leadership and individual–
organizational matching.

Second, the research samples in this study are mainly from
Guangxi. Considering the differences between the north and
the south and the potential characteristics of the autonomous
region in future research, provinces with differences in economy
and culture from Guangxi can be selected for research, and
the sample size of the questionnaire will be increased to avoid
regional bias. At the same time, it can also be divided and
compared according to the nature of the work, the content of the
work, etc., to explore whether variables such as transformational
leadership can still negatively affect the turnover intention of the
new generation of knowledgeable workers under different work
content and working conditions. For example, programmers and
other professional and technical new-generation knowledgeable
workers are suitable for long-term home office due to job content
and work equipment, so whether transformational leadership
and job-embedded community factors have an impact on their
turnover intention.

Third, the hypothesis section of this study focuses on
the relationship between transformational leadership and
the new generation of knowledge workers. However, work
environment and work pressure can also be important factors.
Therefore, future research will attempt to add factors such
as work environment and work pressure to the analysis of
the impact of transformational leadership on individual–
organizational matching and the impact of individual–organizational
matching on the turnover intentions of the new generation of
knowledge workers.
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Introduction: The main objective of this study is to analyze the effect of 
transformational leadership on firefighters’ well-being and understand the moderating 
role of the frequency of intervention in rural fires in this relationship.

Methods: A total of 90 responses of Portuguese professional firefighters were 
analyzed in two waves (T1 and T2) separated by a period of 3 weeks during which the 
frequency of intervention in rural fires were also recorded on a daily basis.

Results: There is a direct and positive effect, albeit small, of the transformational 
leadership dimensions on flourishing. Moreover, the frequency of intervention in 
rural fires amplified the effect of individual consideration on this wellbeing indicator, 
and it was observed that the more frequent the firefighters intervene in rural fires, the 
stronger the effect of this leadership dimension on their flourishing.

Discussion: These results contribute to the literature to the extent that they 
highlight the role of transformational leadership in promoting well-being in high-
risk professions, thus supporting the assumptions of the Conservation of Resources 
Theory (COR). Some practical implications are presented, as well as limitations and 
suggestions for future studies.

KEYWORDS

transformational leadership, flourishing, firefighters, rural fires, well-being

Introduction

The promotion of occupational health and well-being has motivated a cross-cutting interest in 
the work context (Danna and Griffin, 1999). One of the main goals of organizations is to have happy 
employees, with high levels of well-being and high-performance rates (Nielsen et al., 2017). However, 
there is still much to be  achieved in this regard. According to recent statistical data, in the 
United Kingdom, the number of employees reporting problems related to stress, depression, and 
anxiety has increased in recent years (e.g., in 2019/20 they accounted for 51% of all work-related 
health problems; Health and Safety Executive, 2020). These health problems are more prevalent in 
the civil service (e.g., firefighters), where higher levels of stress compared to employees in other 
employment areas (Health and Safety Executive, 2020) are observed. Furthermore, it has also been 
reported that the main triggers of these health problems are related to: high workload; tight task 
completion deadlines; high levels of responsibility; and lack of supervisory support (Health and 
Safety Executive, 2020). Thus, the supervisory support (such as well-being-promoting leadership 
behaviors; Montano et al., 2017; Inceoglu et al., 2018) and the professional context (which in certain 
work environments, as is the case with emergency professionals, such as firefighters, is unstable and 
highly demanding; Adler and Castro, 2013; Ângelo and Chambel, 2015) have a clearly important 
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impact on well-being and on occupational health. Therefore, considering 
the professional environment of firefighters, the relationship between 
well-being promoting leadership and the specific context of this 
population calls for further examination.

In fact, transformational leadership may be an important vehicle to 
achieve well-being at work (e.g., Sivanathan et al., 2004), even in highly 
demanding contexts (Bass, 1998). Transformational leadership may 
be understood as the process by which the leader makes the subordinates 
go beyond their immediate self-interests (Bass, 1999; Bass and Riggio, 
2006), by means of: idealized influence—the leader is regarded as a role 
model with high moral and ethical standards, and in emergency 
situations subordinates have to trust that the leader is capable of making 
the best possible decision in difficult situations; motivational 
inspiration—the leader provides meaning, challenging subordinates to 
excel and in the context of firefighting, for example, will be crucial that 
after stressful and/or disturbing incidents leader promotes the debriefing 
and subordinates remain confident in relation to future occurrences, 
with an attitude of overcoming adversity; intellectual stimulation—the 
leader promotes initiative and creativity, involving subordinates in 
problem-solving and in the context of firefighting leaders need promote 
the development of subordinates’ skills, so that, in emergency situations, 
they can take advantage of the strengths of each team member; and 
individualized consideration—the leader takes the needs of each 
individual into consideration, acting as a mentor, accepting individual 
differences, and personalizing interactions with his/her subordinates 
and in the context of firefighting the leader has to support subordinates 
often exposed to adversity, and be available to listen them and act in 
accordance with their requests or complaints.

Although different studies have proven the advantageous effect of 
transformational leadership on subordinate’s well-being and ill-being 
(stress and burnout), there is a scarcity of studies with emergency 
professionals and with firefighters. In both the systematic review of 
Arnold (2017) and the systematic review of Harms et al. (2017), only one 
study with professionals of emergency (i.e., police officers) showed that 
transformational leadership (i.e., inspirational motivation dimension) 
have a negative effect on the subordinate ill-being (i.e., emotional 
exhaustion, a dimension of burnout). Thus, it is not known whether 
transformational leadership is, in fact, effective in ensuring the well-
being of emergency professionals, namely firefighters. This knowledge 
is especially important because firefighters are exposed to high 
operational demands (e.g., demands during the intervention in fire 
operations), that may lead to a decline in their well-being (Airila, 2015).

Therefore, this two-wave study, conducted with Portuguese 
professional firefighters, aims, firstly, to analyze the effect of the different 
dimensions of transformational leadership on subordinates’ well-being 
(i.e., flourishing). In addition, it seeks to ascertain the extent to which 
the afore-mentioned relationship is affected by the high operational 
demands to which these professionals are subject during periods of 
rural firefighting.

The current study has three innovations. First, it is a contextualized 
analysis to clarify to what extent transformational leadership dimensions 
can be used to promote well-being in emergency professionals, namely 
firefighters. Second, considering that these professionals face many 
demands in their daily lives, we analyzed to what extent this effect of 
transformational leadership on subordinate’s well-being was especially 
relevant in situations of high demands. In this way, we analyzed the 
moderating effect of rural fires frequency in the aforementioned 
relationship. Third, it uses a longitudinal design, whereas most of the 
previous studies is cross-sectional (Arnold, 2017; Harms et al., 2017). In 

fact, only longitudinal studies allow an understanding of the evolution 
of the relationship between the variables, thus, controlling for constant 
individual heterogeneity over time.

Theoretical framework

Transformational leadership and flourishing

Conservation of Resources Theory (COR, Hobfoll, 2002) describes 
how people try to obtain, retain, and protect resources (i.e., the objects, 
personal characteristics, and physical, psychological, and social 
conditions that individuals value because they allow them to achieve 
their goals), and stress occurs when individuals have the risk of losing, 
or actually lose, such resources, since, when individuals perceive the 
presence of a stressor, they are led to invest resources in an attempt to 
cope with these stressful situations (Hobfoll, 2002). However, a way to 
combat this negative effect on well-being is to make resources available. 
In fact, according to the assumptions of the COR, those who have more 
resources are not only less vulnerable to the effect of stressors, given 
their greater ability to cope with the demands and challenges of their 
professional activity, but they are also better equipped to mobilize new 
resources and experience their professional activity as a positive 
occurrence that provides pleasure, satisfaction, and enthusiasm.

In professions such as firefighting, where demands cannot 
be removed and may even be increased in extreme situations (Geier, 
2016), it is essential to provide these professionals with resources that 
mitigate the negative effects of high operational demands (such as the 
participation in rural fires), ensuring a reduction of burnout and an 
increment of well-being (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). In fact, not only 
are firefighters in a better position to successfully manage their demands 
when they are equipped with high levels of resources (Tuckey et al., 
2012), but also the consequences of work-related critical incidents in 
firefighters’ well-being are determined by the availability of resources. 
These resources can be provided in different manners, e.g., through 
supervisory support, organizational support, constant feedback, clear 
objectives, autonomy (Hobfoll et al., 2018), professional development 
opportunities, and participation in decision-making processes 
(Halbesleben et al., 2014). Supervisory action (i.e., leadership style) is a 
crucial element for the promotion of such resources in these 
professionals (Hobfoll et al., 2018).

The leader’s actions are based on the distribution of valuable 
resources so that the subordinates can perform their professional 
activity. On the one hand, they prevent the loss or threat of the loss of 
resources, which characterize high demand situations, thus preventing 
the onset of strain such as burnout (Harms et al., 2017). By guiding the 
subordinates to pursue new avenues in problem-solving and providing 
a positive alternative view of the scenarios with which they are 
confronted, their experience of stress can be reduced (Bass and Bass, 
2008; Diebig et al., 2016). For example, leader might promote periodic 
discussion about different constraints and obstacles that could occur in 
a rural fire that promote the perception of firefighters’ efficacy that equip 
them to face the demands of this situation. In fact, empirical results 
demonstrated that emergency professionals who reported supervisor 
support (Bacharach et al., 2008) tended to show less stress. On the other 
hand, the acquisition of valuable resources provided by a leader’s actions 
fosters the acquisition of more resources. These resources are useful to 
achieve a sense of achievement, satisfaction, and resilience in the face of 
difficulties (Chen et al., 2018). The transformational leader focuses on 
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the development of subordinates (Bass, 1990; Nanjundeswaraswamy 
and Swamy, 2014), seeking to meet their intrinsic needs (Judge and 
Piccolo, 2004), inspiring and helping them develop their value system 
to grow as people (Ismail et al., 2009), encouraging them to look at 
problems in light of new perspectives and offering them support during 
their problem-solving process (Bass and Avolio, 1990), and motivating 
them through charisma, support, and the implementation of new 
processes that are more rewarding and productive to constantly develop 
and improve their performance, which not only leads to better results, 
greater satisfaction (McClanahan, 2020) and better mental health 
(Kuoppala et al., 2008; Kaluza et al., 2020), but also provides for the 
well-being of his/her subordinates (Arnold, 2017).

Several theoretical conceptions (De Simone, 2014; Fisher, 2014) have 
focused on describing the dimensions of employees’ well-being (Dodge 
et al., 2012), following two distinct trends. On one hand, the idea of 
subjective well-being, which involves an affective (happiness) and a 
cognitive (life satisfaction) side (Diener et al., 1998); on the other, an idea 
that is more connected to the component of psychological functioning 
and human development, which emphasizes autonomy, self-acceptance, 
and personal growth (Ryff, 2014). Thus, it is argued that well-being is a 
multidimensional concept that encompasses the emotional, 
psychological, and social component, and can be defined as the “balance 
point between an individual’s pool of resources and the challenges faced” 
(Dodge et al., 2012, p. 230). Diener et al. (2009) suggest a component that 
ties together these different trends, referred to as psychological well-
being, in an attempt to reflect the ideal human functioning. According to 
these authors, there are universal psychological needs (e.g., competence, 
relationships, and self-acceptance), social and psychological capital needs 
(e.g., interest, purpose, and meaning), and needs to help others and needs 
to engage in meaningful activities.

Based on this concept of psychological well-being, the empirically 
updated contribution of Diener et al. (2010) suggests a new indicator of 
well-being, namely psychosocial flourishing. This variable is reflected in 
a positive level of psychological functioning through personal growth, 
and encompasses adequate functioning (e.g., “doing” what one likes) 
and feeling good (e.g., “being” happy; Diener et al., 2010). Flourishing 
reflects self-perceived success in terms of relationships, self-esteem, 
purpose, and optimism (Diener et  al., 2010). It may be  related to 
personal development and fulfillment and simultaneously contribute in 
social terms to the satisfaction of others (Marks and Shah, 2004). Thus, 
a likely connection may be  established between transformational 
leadership, regarded as a source that increased subordinates’ resources 
(Hobfoll et  al., 2018) that contribute to their ability to cope with 
professional demands, which is essential for their adaptation to change, 
development, and experience of well-being (Dodge et al., 2012; Arnold, 
2017). Therefore, transformational leadership may be  an important 
vehicle through which firefighters may achieve flourishing. Hence, the 
following research hypothesis was established:

Hypothesis 1: Transformational leadership positively 
influences flourishing.

The frequency of intervention in rural fires 
as moderator

The environment in which firefighters intervene is dangerous and 
potentially exposed to traumatic events (Cowlishaw et al., 2020), and 

they are subject to high demands resulting from their mission (Ângelo, 
2010). The specific case of rural firefighting requires that these 
professionals have an enhanced capacity for readiness, sacrifice, and 
adaptation to extreme conditions (Campbell et al., 2010), which strongly 
affects their health (e.g., Psarros et al., 2018; Cowlishaw et al., 2020). This 
extreme context stresses the importance of leadership behaviors on the 
part of supervisors (Hannah et al., 2009; Campbell et al., 2010; Geier, 
2016) who, in addition to their coordinating and managerial tasks based 
on objective and clear guidelines, also need to focus on promoting the 
quality of life and protecting the well-being of their subordinates 
(Ângelo, 2010).

According to the COR, demands make resources more important 
(Hobfoll et  al., 2018). In fact, in situations characterized by a high 
workload and high pressure (such as rural fires), individuals exert more 
effort thus requiring a high investment of their resources (Kaluza et al., 
2020). However, when individuals do not have the necessary resources 
to cope with these demands, their well-being is negatively affected as 
there is no possibility of replacing the resources invested (Hobfoll et al., 
2018). On the other hand, in these situations of loss or threat of loss of 
resources, environmental and social conditions (e.g., leadership) play an 
important role in obtaining resources as they stimulate resilience in 
individuals, thus enhancing their ability to obtain more resources 
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). Therefore, a resource gain is more noticeable in a 
context of resource loss and leadership, as a process providing 
subordinates with the resources required to perform their professional 
activity, will play a more prominent role in more demanding situations 
(such as rural fires; Ângelo and Chambel, 2015).

In fact, some studies have supported the assumption that the 
transformational leader in a context of high demands is able to block 
losses and promote subordinates’ acquisition of resources. Hentrich 
et al. (2017) showed how transformational leadership amplified personal 
resources, mitigated more severe work demands, and promoted 
subordinates’ well-being. In a review on leadership in extreme contexts, 
Hannah et al. (2009) highlighted that when shifting from a less rigorous 
to a more demanding context, leadership needs tend to differ and are 
particularly necessary when subordinates feel they are lacking the 
resources to cope with the situation. Furthermore, this moderating effect 
of the frequency of intervention in rural fires, in different contexts, may 
also be inferred from the work of Campbell et al. (2010) who state that 
trust in the leader is more relevant in extreme contexts. In sum, 
depending on the context, the relationship between supervisory 
leadership and firefighters’ well-being may be affected by the change and 
scale of the frequency of intervention in rural fires. Thus, it is 
expected that:

Hypothesis 2: The frequency of intervention in rural fires will 
moderate the positive influence between transformational 
leadership and flourishing, to the extent that the influence of 
transformational leadership on flourishing will be stronger in high 
demand over lower demand situations.

Methods

Procedure and sample

The data for this study was collected in Portugal following the 
establishment of contact with each fire station by email, in which the 
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study’s aims were presented and the participation of the professional 
firefighters that worked in intervention team’s expert in rural fires 
requested. A videoconference was held to present the research procedure 
and objectives to the firefighters at the stations interested in participating 
in the study, and the informed consent was distributed and signed by 
those wishing to be included. They were also able to ask questions and 
the researcher provided clarification. The data were collected through 
the participants’ responses to online questionnaires using the 
SurveyMonkey platform.

In July 2020, the participants responded to a questionnaire in which 
they assessed their team manager’s transformational leadership and 
their own flourishing, and 3 weeks later they responded to an identical 
questionnaire. Between these two waves, the participants took note of 
the frequency of their participation in rural fires on a daily basis. 
Participation in the study was voluntary and the participants’ anonymity 
was guaranteed (e.g., instructions were given to create an identification 
code exclusively known to the participants themselves), through which 
it was possible to establish a correspondence between the responses of 
the same participant.

We obtained a convenience sample consisted of 90 participants, all 
of whom were professional firefighters in intervention team’s expert in 
rural fires with a stable direct manager. The sample was mostly 
composed of male firefighters (86.7%). In terms of age, there was a 
30 year range from 22 to 52 years and a significant percentage of the 
firefighters were aged between 37 and 40 years (36.7%), and only 11 (1%) 
were above 45 years. Most of the participants (62.2%) were married or 
cohabiting while 37.8% were single or separated. All the respondents 
had at least 2 years of professional experience as a firefighter.

Measures

Transformational leadership
The Portuguese version of the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire 

(MLQ; Avolio et al., 1996), which had already been used in a previous 
study (e.g., Salanova et al., 2011), was used to measure this variable. This 
Portuguese version used four items in each four dimensions of 
transformational leadership and the subordinates appraise the leadership 
behavior: idealized influence attributed (αT1 = 0.76 and αT2 = 0.92; e.g., 
My leader acts in ways that build others’ respect for me); inspirational 
motivation (αT1 = 0.87 and αT2 = 0.94; e.g., My leader expresses confidence 
that goals will be  achieved); intellectual stimulation (αT1  = 0.76 and 
αT2 = 0.92; e.g., My leader gets others to look at problems from many 
different angles); individualized consideration (αT1 = 0.74 and αT2 = 0.87; 
e.g., My leader considers each individual as having different needs, abilities 
and aspirations from others). The participants were asked to assess the 
frequency with which the behaviors expressed by the items were 
displayed by their direct supervisor, using a five-point Likert scale 
(1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Very often, and 5 = Always). 
Higher scores corresponded to high levels of transformational 
leadership behaviors.

Flourishing
To assess this indicator of well-being, the validated version of the 

Flourishing Scale (Diener et al., 2010) for the Portuguese population 
(Silva and Caetano, 2013) was used. Examples of items are: I lead a 
purposeful and meaningful life, and I am competent and capable in the 
activities that are important to me. The participants were asked to assess 
the extent to which they agreed with the statements of each item on a 

five-point Likert scale (1 = I strongly agree, 2 = I agree, 3 = I neither agree 
nor disagree, 4 = I disagree, and 5 = I strongly disagree). In the original 
version, lower scores correspond to a greater perception of well-being 
however to ease interpretation, presenting all the measures in a positive 
direction (i.e., the higher the score the higher the level of flourishing), 
the items were reversed. The 8 items that measured this variable 
displayed good internal consistency in both waves (αT1  = 0.86 and 
αT2 = 0.93).

The frequency of intervention in rural fires
To measure this variable, participants were asked on a daily basis 

and for a consecutive period of 15 days to indicate the number of rural 
fires in which you  participated. The total number of rural fires in 
which each participant had been involved during this period 
was calculated.

Control variables
According to a recent review by Bernerth et al. (2018), in the specific 

case of the study of leadership, most control variables (e.g., 
demographic—gender, age) relate weakly to the overall leadership 
constructs studied (e.g., transformational leadership). It is suggested that 
most of these variables should not be included as control variables since 
they lack relevant theoretical and/or empirical support.

Results

Mean values, standard-deviation and 
correlations between the variables under 
study

Table 1 shows the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) of the 
variables studied. In general terms, the firefighters appear to estimate 
their team manager’s transformational leadership behaviors, in all the 
dimensions assessed, as being frequent in both waves. A significant 
decrease in transformational leadership behaviors at T2 is also observed 
compared to T1 (idealized influence attributed t  = 2.8, p  < 0.01; 
motivational inspiration t = 3.0, p < 0.01; intellectual stimulation t = 3.5, 
p < 0.01; and individualized consideration t = 2.7, p < 0.01). Regarding 
flourishing, the firefighters appear to display high levels of well-being 
in both waves. In this variable, there is a slight decrease in the 
firefighters’ level of perception of well-being from T1 to T2, however, 
this difference is not significant (t  = 0.88, p  = 0.38). Regarding the 
variable related to the frequency of intervention in rural fires, these 
firefighters were engaged in fighting an average of 11.49 (SD = 7.88) 
rural fires.

According to the correlation matrix (Table 1) it may be observed 
that all the variables related to transformational leadership (i.e., 
idealized influence attributed, motivational inspiration, intellectual 
stimulation, and individualized consideration) at T1 are significantly 
and positively related to flourishing at T2, indicating that when there 
are more transformational leadership behaviors exhibited by 
supervisors at T1 there are also higher levels of flourishing in 
subordinate firefighters at T2. However, the results showed that the 
transformational leadership dimensions at T1 are not significantly 
correlate with flourishing at T1. Concern the variable related to 
participation in rural firefighting, a significant relationship can be noted 
between the frequency of intervention in rural fires and flourishing at 
T2 (r = −0.28, ρ < 0.001).

403

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1076411
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Maio et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1076411

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

Hypothesis testing

Hypothesis testing was performed, applying model 1 of the 
computational tool—Process (Hayes, 2018) for SPSS, which analyzes 
models with moderation effect. In all models the level of dependent 
variable (flourishing) on T1 was controlled.

Hypothesis 1 of the present study assumed a direct and positive 
effect of transformational leadership on flourishing. In the case of the 
idealized influence attributed dimension, Table 2 shows that it is not 
supported, as the relationship is not significant with the flourishing 
dependent variable (β = 0.11, p > 0.05). But even so it is still very close 
to the 95% confidence interval (β = 0.11, p = 0.07).

According to Table 3, which analyzes the motivational inspiration 
dimension, it may be observed that Hypothesis 1 is supported since the 
relationship is significant with the flourishing dependent variable 

(β = 0.12, p < 0.05). Only in one of the analyses are the values not 
included in the 95% confidence interval, but they coincide with this 
same limit (β = 0.12, p = 0.05).

Considering Table 4, Hypothesis 1 is also observed to be significantly 
supported in the relationship between the intellectual stimulation 
dimension and the flourishing dependent variable (β = 0.15, p < 0.05).

Finally, based on Table 5, Hypothesis 1 is also significantly supported 
in the relationship between the individualized consideration dimension 
and the flourishing variable (β = 0.14, p < 0.05).

As for the second hypothesis, which predicts that the frequency of 
intervention in rural fires to which the firefighters participated will have a 
moderating effect on the relationship between transformational leadership 
and the levels of flourishing presented by the firefighters, to the extent that 
those with more frequency will display a stronger relationship between the 
independent variable (i.e., transformational leadership) and the dependent 
variable (i.e., flourishing) than firefighters with less frequency, this 
hypothesis is partially supported. The moderation effect is only significant 
(see Table 5), in the interaction between individualized consideration and the 
number of rural fires in which the firefighter was engaged (β  = 0.02, 
p < 0.05), meaning that only one of the four tested moderation effects 
become significant. As for the remaining analyzed dimensions, no other 
significant interaction was found (see Tables 2–4).

Figure  1 shows the interaction between the individualized 
consideration dimension of transformational leadership and the 
moderating rural fires variable and its effect on the flourishing 
dependent variable. As expected, the graph indicates that in a situation 
of low intervention in rural fires, the levels of flourishing are identical 
whether the leader exhibits a high or low level of individualized 
consideration, however when there is high participation in rural fires, 
the more individualized consideration displayed by the leaders the more 
flourishing is experienced by the subordinates. Thus, individualized 

TABLE 1 Mean, SD, and Correlations (r) between the variables under study.

Mean SD r

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

1. Idealized influence 

attributed _T1

3.56 0.83

2. Motivational 

inspiration _T1

3.61 0.84 0.79**

3. Intellectual 

stimulation _T1

3.54 0.74 0.76** 0.77**

4. Individualized 

consideration _T1

3.48 0.83 0.83** 0.77** 0.85**

5. Flourishing_T1 4.19 0.44 0.09 0.15 0.13 0.13

6. Idealized influence 

attributed _T2

3.33 0.88 0.62** 0.57** 0.50** 0.56** −0.10

7. Motivational 

inspiration _T2

3.36 0.94 0.63** 0.62** 0.52** 0.58** −0.06 0.93**

8. Intellectual 

stimulation _T2

3.27 0.83 0.58** 0.62** 0.56** 0.55** −0.09 0.91** 0.85**

9. Individualized 

consideration _T2

3.27 0.84 0.57** 0.49** 0.54** 0.59** −0.04 0.88** 0.87** 0.90**

10. Flourishing_T2 4.14 0.52 0.23* 0.26* 0.24* 0.23* 0.39** 0.19 0.18 0.11 0.16

11. Rural Fires 11.49 7.88 −0.08 −0.03 0.02 −0.01 −0.09 −0.11 −0.12 −0.00 −0.06 −0.28**

N = 90. *ρ < 0.05 (two-tailed); **ρ < 0.001 (two-tailed).

TABLE 2 Analysis of the effect and moderation between the variables under 
study—Idealized influence attributed dimension.

Flourishing_T2 (R2 = 0.26; p < 0.001)

β SE t p

Idealized influence 

attributed 1

0.11 0.06 1.83 0.07

Flourishing_T1 0.42 0.11 3.76 < 0.001

Rural Fires (RF) 0.02 0.01 2.44 < 0.05

Idealized influence 

attributed 1*RF

0.01 0.01 1.02 0.31

N = 90. Idealized influence attributed 1 = Idealized Influence Attributed at T1. 
β, unstandardized regression coefficient. The bold values provided in table are intended to 
signal significant relationships.
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consideration appears to be a source of resources required by firefighters 
to face the operational demands related to fighting rural fires, so that 
flourishing may increase with more individualized consideration on the 
part of the leaders.

Discussion and conclusion

This study empirically analyzed how the dimensions of 
transformational leadership affect the perception of flourishing among 
Portuguese firefighters, as well as the role of the frequency of 
intervention in rural fires in this relationship. As expected, the results 
show that: (a) transformational leadership behaviors (i.e., motivational 
inspiration, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration 
dimensions) positively affect firefighters’ levels of flourishing and (b) in 

the specific case of the individualized consideration dimension, 
increased operational participation in rural fires strengthens 
this relationship.

As expected, the transformational leadership revealed a direct and 
positive (albeit small) relationship with flourishing. Thus, the results 
presented corroborate the theoretical assumptions in the literature (e.g., 
Dodge et al., 2012; Arnold, 2017) and similar results have been found in 
several empirical studies in which transformational leadership is found 
to be positively related to the promotion of workers’ health and well-
being (e.g., Arnold et al., 2007; McMurray et al., 2010; Jacobs et al., 
2013). Furthermore, according to Franke and Felfe (2011), 
transformational leadership dimensions may imply a differential impact 
on workers’ perceived tension. In fact, in this study, the idealized 
influence attributed dimension is not related with firefighters’ flourishing. 
This result may be because in this context of emergency there is a culture 
with high moral and ethical standards assumptions that regulate the 
decisions and in rural fires firefighters’ do not need the leader as a model 
to know what behavior to adopt. Thus, the firefighters flourishing levels 
in a situation with high demands does not dependent on the resources 
provided by idealized influence of leader (Hannah et al., 2009). This 
hypothesis requires further research with emergency samples (e.g., 
firefighters, militaries, and polices).

An interesting result was the fact that it was observed that the 
different dimensions of transformational leadership are not related to 
the flourishing of the firefighters evaluated at the same moment, but 
after about 3 weeks. This result seems to reinforce the need to develop 
longitudinal studies (Arnold, 2017). However, this observation also 
needs to be  analyzed in future research to check if this effect is a 
methodical artifact.

To some extent, the study also corroborates the importance of the 
operational demands to which the firefighters are subjected (e.g., the 
frequency of intervention in rural fires) and their influence on the well-
being of these professionals. As expected, rural fires are central demands 
in the profession under analysis, to the degree that it is in these situations 
that transformational leadership behaviors are more necessary and 
valued as well-being promoters. This evidence is in line with that 
advanced by the literature (e.g., Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Cowlishaw 
et al., 2020) and is empirically supported by studies that have analyzed 
similar variables (e.g., Ângelo and Chambel, 2015; Hentrich et al., 2017). 
This study shows that the activity of fighting rural fires specifically 
emphasizes the effects of transformational leadership individualized 
consideration on firefighters’ flourishing. Individualized consideration 

TABLE 3 Analysis of the Effect and Moderation between the Variables under 
Study – Motivational Inspiration dimension.

Flourishing_T2 (R2 = 0.26; p < 0.001)

β SE t p

Motivational 

Inspiration 1

0.12 0.06 2.27 < 0.05

Flourishing_T1 0.41 0.11 3.64 < 0.001

Rural Fires (RF) −0.02 0.01 −2.60 < 0.05

Motivational 

Inspiration 1*RF

0.01 0.01 0.92 0.35

N = 90. Motivational Inspiration 1 = Motivational Inspiration at T1. 
β, unstandardized regression coefficient. The bold values provided in table are intended to 
signal significant relationships.

TABLE 4 Analysis of the effect and moderation between the variables under 
study—intellectual stimulation dimension.

Flourishing_T2 (R2 = 0.26; p < 0.001)

β SE t p

Intellectual 

Stimulation 1

0.15 0.07 2.21 < 0.05

Flourishing_T1 0.40 0.11 3.64 < 0.001

Rural Fires (RF) −0.02 0.01 −2.80 < 0.05

Intellectual 

Stimulation 1*RF

0.01 0.01 1.27 0.21

N = 90. Intellectual Stimulation 1 = Intellectual Stimulation at T1. 
β, unstandardized regression coefficient. The bold values provided in table are intended to 
signal significant relationships.

TABLE 5 Analysis of the effect and moderation between the variables under 
study—individual consideration dimension.

Flourishing_T2 (R2 = 0.26; p < 0.001)

β SE t p

Individual 

Consideration 1

0.14 0.06 2.40 < 0.05

Flourishing_T1 0.41 0.11 3.76 < 0.001

Rural Fires (RF) −0.02 0.01 −2.67 < 0.05

Individual 

Consideration 1*RF

0.02 0.01 2.13 < 0.05

N = 90. Individual Consideration 1 = Individual Consideration at T1. 
β, unstandardized regression coefficient. The bold values provided in table are intended to 
signal significant relationships.

FIGURE 1

Representative graphic of the interaction between Individualized 
consideration and Rural fires, and its effect on flourishing.
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appears to be geared more toward the individual as opposed to the team 
(e.g., in the item “treats others as people rather than just as a group 
member”), and in times of greater operational commitment (i.e., more 
fires) the firefighters appear to require actions focused on themselves 
and their personal needs in order to achieve the goals of the team. It is 
in situations of greater attrition that firefighters need their leaders to act 
objectively as mentors and coaches so that they feel valued and 
recognized, as exemplified by the items “I am competent and able to do 
activities that are important to me” or “people respect me.” This is in line 
with Yammarino et al. (2010), who state that in this type of context, 
individualized leadership with attention and support actions promotes 
investment and generates benefits for all parties, namely an increase in 
subordinates’ self-esteem. Similarly, Baran and Scott (2010) emphasize 
that in dangerous situations, leadership actions individually targeting 
firefighters are essential for them to cope with the demands of these 
extreme events. This evidence reinforces the importance of establishing 
dyadic relationships between leader and subordinate in these highly 
demanding professional environments, so that their high levels of 
flourishing are maintained.

However, no study was found that fully applied this design, where 
job-related demands acted as a moderator of the relationship between 
supervisory leadership and a construct related to workers’ well-being. 
For example, the empirical study of Hentrich et  al. (2017) analyzes 
similar variables but presents job demands as a mediator of the 
relationship between leadership and workers’ irritation. The line of 
research followed took into consideration the specific nature of the 
firefighter profession, where the typology and severity of the situations 
in which they intervene entail great contextual ambiguity, thus differing 
from the more stable environments on which most of the research has 
focused (Baran and Scott, 2010). In the same vein, in their 
conceptualization of multilevel leadership, based on Bass’ 
transformational leadership theory, among others, Yammarino et al. 
(2010) consider crisis or emergency situations such as fighting rural fires 
as possible moderators of the relationship between leadership variables 
and well-being indicators.

Contrary to what was expected, the relationship between the 
remaining transformational leadership dimensions (e.g., idealized 
influence attributed, motivational inspiration, and intellectual stimulation) 
and flourishing was not affected by the operational demands under 
study, i.e., these dimensions do not depend on rural fires frequency to 
affect the firefighters’ flourishing levels. This result may be due to the fact 
that the participants in this sample showed high levels of flourishing, 
which may mean that they already had significant resources to adapt to 
the additional demands of increased operational demands. This also is 
in line with Hannah et al. (2009), i.e., when shifting to a more demanding 
context there may be fewer leadership needs if the resources have been 
provided in the preparation phase, which may mitigate the effect of 
increased operational demands on the relationship between the 
transformational leadership dimensions and the firefighters’ 
flourishing levels.

Implications

Theoretical implications
These results confirm the COR theory assumption that 

transformational leadership is a valuable resource to maintain 
subordinates’ levels of well-being, namely in emergency professionals 
(i.e., firefighters) who face many demands.

Practical implications
This study presents some results that may have implications for this 

type of highly dangerous context, mainly for the promotion of 
firefighters’ occupational health. Prior to the period of greater 
operational commitment, supervisory transformational leadership 
behaviors are found to have a positive impact on firefighters’ flourishing 
levels after these operational demands have been met. Thus, it is 
important that conditions are provided so that supervisors may focus 
their command action on transformational leadership behaviors, 
namely in periods prior to greater workloads. To this end, training 
programs could be developed, as described below, for supervisors to 
transversally strengthen their competencies in this area: (1) adapted to 
existing command levels, with the involvement of senior managers; (2) 
integrating simulations of practical application with group dynamics for 
knowledge consolidation; (3) providing coaching to prepare participants 
for change; and (4) planning the application of internal and external 
validation activities in order to assess whether the content covered is 
being used in practice (Warrick, 2011). In the selection processes of 
candidates for leadership positions, the behavioral profiles characteristic 
of transformational leadership should also be taken into account.

During the most demanding periods, usually the summer months, 
which coincide with the highest number of rural fires, it is essential that 
firefighter leaders, who are especially dedicated to this mission, display 
behaviors geared toward identifying the individual needs of their 
subordinates, and consequently meeting those needs (Milyavskaya and 
Koestner, 2011). To this end, the following measures are suggested: (1) 
proximity in the leader-subordinate relationships, creating an 
organizational climate that fosters communication and promotes the 
sharing of concerns, interests and aspirations (e.g., Carr et al., 2003; 
Zohar and Tenne-Gazit, 2008); (2) provision of feedback to firefighters 
on the importance and impact of their work for other people (Grant, 
2007); and (3) a post-action review session for discussion on what 
happened and how it can be improved (e.g., Hagemann and Kluge, 2013).

Limitations and suggestions for future 
studies

This study presents some limitations. The first is that transformational 
leadership and flourishing were both assessed by a questionnaire, which 
favors the common method error. However, a CFA was performed, 
confronting the theoretical model with the one-factor model. The 
theoretical model was found to have a significantly better fit to the data 
than the one-factor model. Therefore, this limitation was safeguarded. 
Moreover, the data were collected in two waves in this study, also 
decreasing error-probability. The second limitation is related to social 
desirability, since the responses concerning transformational leadership 
were only provided by the subordinate firefighters, which may have 
influenced the results. It would be interesting in future studies to also 
measure leadership behavior from the point of view of the supervisors 
and not only from the perspective of the subordinates (Podsakoff et al., 
2003). Thirdly, the small sample size may be a limitation as it may have 
influenced the number of statistically significant relationships, thus the 
results obtained should be  interpreted with caution. Moreover, the 
sample is no representative of Portuguese firefighters and does not permit 
the results’ generalization. Additionally, the fourth limitation is related to 
the short time span between T1 and T2. Future studies might follow the 
suggestions of Hannah et al. (2009) who argue that the post event is a 
critical moment and susceptible to problems with the health of those 
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involved. We  suggest that in a future longitudinal study this period 
should be extended to create more data collection waves, so that it is 
possible to ascertain how the levels of flourishing evolve following a 
period of high operational demands (i.e., intervention in many rural 
fires). It would be  equally interesting to analyze in the future how 
transactional leadership behaviors (e.g., praise and commendations) in 
this post-event may affect the well-being of the workers (Schriesheim 
et al., 2006). The fifth limitation is that it was used the frequency of rural 
fires (an objective measure) as the operationalization of operational 
demands, thus, not referring to a construct. However, Crawford et al. 
(2010) distinguished between demands appraise as challenges (that have 
the potential to promote personal growth or future gains) and appraise 
as hindrances (that are stressors) that have, respectively, positive and 
negative effects on workers’ well-being. Therefore, in the future, it would 
be  beneficial to complement objective measures and firefighters’ 
perception of demands. Moreover, it only was measured the frequency 
of rural fires and the scope of the operation was not record. Thus, future 
studies should also include this characteristic that could have influence 
the firefighters’ demands perception. One last limitation concerns the 
risk of alpha error accumulation, which is not controlled for in the tested 
moderation effects. Future studies should take this methodological issue 
into account.
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With the development of mobile communication technology and the transformation 
of work methods and modes, work interruptions have become ubiquitous challenges 
for employees in the workplace. Less attention has been paid to work interruptions in 
China, especially the research on human work interruptions, which is different from 
virtual work interruptions. The present study carried out an in-depth interview with 29 
employees. Based on the grounded theory method, a psychological and behavioral 
mechanism model of employees facing human work interruptions, namely, the 
“human work interruptions–cognitive appraisals–affective responses–behavioral 
changes” model, was constructed. It is found that (1) cognitive appraisals are the causes 
of different affective responses and behavioral changes of human work interruptions; 
(2) cognitive appraisals are feedback behaviors that refer to the reappraisals of the 
effectiveness and appropriateness of individuals’ affective responses and behavioral 
changes; and (3) personal traits and environmental characteristics at work influence 
the affective responses and behavioral changes of human work interruptions at 
the individual and organizational level. The model constructed in this study further 
extends the interruption theory and provides implications on how to process human 
work interruptions in human resource management practice.

KEYWORDS

human work interruptions, grounded theory, cognitive appraisals, affective responses, 
behavioral changes

Introduction

It is easy to imagine the following scenario during our daily work: An employee is working on 
a document when an e-mail alert pops up on the computer screen. The employee might process the 
alert and continue working. Moments later, a colleague suddenly walks in and asks for help. The 
employee puts aside the paperwork in rogress and deals with requests for help from colleagues. 
According to a definition provided by Puranik et al. (2019), a work interruption is “an unexpected 
suspension of the behavioral performance of, or attentional focus from, an ongoing work task.” The 
unexpected suspension experienced by the employee above is a work interruption. With the 
development of mobile communication technology and the transformation of work methods and 
modes, work interruptions have become ubiquitous challenges for employees in the workplace 
(Sonnentag et al., 2018). In addition, due to the pandemic of COVID-19, a growing number of 
employees have started working from home. Blurring boundaries between work and family result 
in more frequent work interruptions (Leroy et al., 2021; Pan et al., 2022). According to a survey by 
Udemy (2019), about 75% of full-time employees of more than 1,000 U.S. office workers aged 18 or 
older admitted feeling interrupted during work hours. In addition, the researchers recorded about 
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80 interruptions in employees’ daily work and noted that uninterrupted 
task completion had evolved into a luxury for employees nowadays 
(Leroy and Glomb, 2018).

The important concept of work interruptions and related influence 
have attracted growing academic attention. Research shows that 
although some work interruptions only last a few minutes or less, the 
effects cannot be underestimated as they become more frequent and 
time-consuming (Chen and Karahanna, 2018). Some scholars believe 
that a person needs about 8 min of uninterrupted time to get involved 
in a state of creativity. When an employee is interrupted, it takes at least 
25 min to adjust and return to the primary task. Work interruptions 
cause financial losses and impact employees’ performance, physical and 
mental health, and psychological reactions (Hunter et al., 2019; Ma et al., 
2019). However, interruptions are not challenging as managers prioritize 
tasks and set deadlines and time slots to complete work tasks. Problem-
solving thinking helps managers to develop coping skills and an absence 
of emotional intensity, and as a result, managers adopt a positive attitude 
toward work interruptions (Zoupanou, 2015). Many studies have 
investigated media-generated virtual work interruptions such as e-mails, 
alerts, notifications, and instant messaging (Sonnentag et  al., 2018; 
Rosen et al., 2019). However, unlike virtual work interruptions, human 
work interruptions such as co-workers dropping in unannounced, 
providing updates, socializing, supervisors checking on work, or 
assigning new tasks are also widespread in many work environments. 
Such work interruptions often involve social norms, which may prevent 
knowledge employees from implementing various strategies to delay or 
circumvent the impact of interruption sources (Nardi and Whittaker, 
2001). This research distills this kind of human-induced work 
interruptions into a new construct–human work interruptions. 
Considering the blurring boundaries between work and family due to 
the development of mobile communication technology, the 
transformation of work methods and modes, and the pandemic of 
COVID-19, human work interruptions occur both in and out of 
working hours. The current study defines human work interruptions as 
the unexpected interpersonal suspensions of the behavioral performance 
of, or attentional focuses from, ongoing work tasks in or out of working 
hours. There are similarities and differences between human work 
interruptions and virtual work interruptions. Human and virtual work 
interruptions both belong to work interruptions and have two necessary 
attributes: primary task suspension and unexpectedness. However, they 
have significant differences in terms of interaction channels, sensory 
cues, information richness, and intervention flexibility, which 
significantly impact interruption results. Therefore, a further 
understanding of human work interruptions has specific theoretical and 
practical implications. The experiment conducted by Nees and Fortna 
(2015) pointed out that human-initiated interruptions were more 
challenging to manage and control than computer-initiated interruptions 
under laboratory conditions. However, experimental data often depends 
on the laboratory environment and settings, and the causal relationship 
lacks authenticity in the workplace (Jenkins et al., 2016). Whether the 
laboratory results could apply to today’s complex workplace deserves 
further exploration and verification. Currently, there is few literature to 
explore the nature of human work interruptions and seek ways to 
manage them in the work environment.

Based on the above practical problems and theoretical gaps, this 
research attempts to adopt the grounded theory research method to 
explore and analyze core characteristics, consequences, and internal 
mechanisms of human work interruptions. The results can provide 
adequate theoretical support and management strategies for human 

work interruptions to ensure the sound and rapid development of 
employees and enterprises.

Literature review

During the past 20 years, interruptions have attracted growing 
academic attention. However, the research is interdisciplinary and needs 
to be  integrated. The proliferation and fragmentation of work 
interruptions research reveal the complexity of work interruption 
structure and also lead to the differences in the definitions and research 
methods of work interruptions, which hinder the further development 
of work interruption-related research. The literature review shows that 
the definitions of work interruption mainly focus on five attributes: 
suspension of primary tasks, unexpectedness, the existence of 
interrupting tasks, temporarily, and the source of interruptions (Couffe 
and Michael, 2017; Wilkes et al., 2018). Among them, the attributes of 
suspension of primary tasks and unexpectedness are necessary attributes 
that help define work interruption and distinguish it from other 
concepts. The attributes of the existence of interrupting tasks, 
temporarily, and the source of interruptions add unnecessary conditions 
to the definition (Puranik et  al., 2019). Based on the above views, 
Puranik et  al. (2019) have provided a new definition of work 
interruption, which is widely recognized and applied (Feldman and 
Greenway, 2021; Qiao et al., 2021).

Previous studies on work interruptions mainly focus on the negative 
impact on individual or group performance, including interrupted task 
errors, interrupting task errors, task delays, memory decline, and 
cognitive load (Marulanda-Carter and Jackson, 2012). Work 
interruptions are considered key impediments to individual 
performance at work (Perlow, 1999). Researchers often explain work 
interruption phenomenon through cognitive pathways and self-control 
pathways. With the development of human resource management, 
recent research increasingly pays attention to work interruptions’ impact 
on individual psychological outcomes. Frijda (1986) indicated that 
because work interruptions impacted work objectives, they might 
trigger affective responses. Zoupanou and Rydstedt (2019) found that 
affective rumination mediated and moderated the relationship between 
work interruptions and well-being. However, our understanding of how 
individuals feel and what are the related consequences when interrupted 
by human work interruptions are still incomplete. From a theoretical 
perspective, negative affect directly influences the development of 
employees’ individuals, teams, and even the whole company. Positive 
affect can promote not only the improvement of enterprise performance 
but also the generation of innovation. Affective mobilization and 
management of employees have become essential to enterprise 
management. Managers need to stimulate the positive affect of 
employees to bring their subjective initiative into full play and create 
more value for the enterprises. Hence, understanding whether and how 
work interruptions influence related affect is of growing importance. 
From a theoretical perspective, previous studies on work interruption 
events have emphasized the impact of negative affect, such as frustration, 
annoyance, and stress (Fletcher and Bedwell, 2016; Fletcher et al., 2018). 
However, some studies have found that when the interruption occurs at 
a more appropriate time, the interrupted important task is relatively 
simple, or the interrupted task has a strong correlation with the 
interrupted primary task, the negative affect will be relieved (Gluck 
et al., 2007; Puranik et al., 2019). Gasper (2018) also found some neutral 
affect associated with work interruption events recently. Furthermore, 
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when work interruptions contribute to the achievement of the family 
goal or work goal, positive affect is activated (Hunter et  al., 2019; 
Feldman and Greenway, 2021). It is these complex and inconsistent 
findings that inspire our research.

The affective event theory was proposed to explore the relationship 
among affective events, affective reactions, attitudes, and behaviors by 
organizational members at work (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). The 
theory points out that the affect caused by work events has a 
multidimensional structure and emphasizes the importance of studying 
the corresponding psychological experience. According to the theory, 
the structure of affective responses to events mainly includes mood and 
affect. Compared with mood, affect is more relevant to specific work 
events. If an employee was praised by the leader in the meeting, 
he would produce affective responses such as satisfaction, pleasure and 
excitement (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). Human work interruptions, 
as work events closely related to the work goal, will trigger the related 
affect, influencing work performance (Frijda, 1986). Mandler (1964) 
carried out the Experiment of interruptions in verbal sequences and 
proposed the interruption theory, which indicated that an interruption 
leads to an arousal state, followed by affect and behaviors. According to 
the two-factor theory of emotion proposed by Schachter and Singer 
(1962), the arousal state induced by an interruption may be accompanied 
by various affective responses, depending on the cognitive interpretation 
of the interruption (Morris and Perez, 1972). According to cognitive 
appraisal theory, the same physiological arousal state can trigger a 
variety of affect such as joy, anger, or jealousy, and the diversity of 
individual affect depends on their cognition of the situation (Lazarus 
and Folkman, 1984). Hence, the different affect and behaviors caused by 
interruptions in the previous studies might be explained by affective 
event theory and cognitive appraisal theory (Gluck et al., 2007; Fletcher 
et al., 2018; Gasper, 2018; Feldman and Greenway, 2021).

Previous studies have begun to focus on work interruptions and 
discuss the affect and behaviors they cause. However, research on human 
work interruptions is still scarce. This research adopts the grounded 
theory method to explore the concept, influence, and mechanism of 
human work interruptions. With the help of open coding, axial coding, 
and selective coding, the core category–“human work interruptions,” 
and the related consequences can be identified and summarized in a 
storyline. In addition, as a critical aspect of the grounded theory 
method, the maximum variation sampling allows the inclusion of 
ongoing participants of different age groups in the present study to build 
a theoretical framework (Boswell and Babchuk, 2022). This study mainly 
includes the following research contents:

 1. Define the concept of human work interruption, and explore its 
core attributes, distinguishing it from the concept of virtual 
work interruption.

 2. Explore the positive and negative dual affective responses and 
behavioral changes caused by human work interruptions.

 3. Explore the mechanism of human work interruptions.

Research design

Methods

Grounded theory is a classical qualitative research method that 
deduces theoretical models by analyzing data coding, determining 

categories, clarifying storylines, and constantly revising theories until 
they are saturated (Glaser et al., 1968). Considering that the research on 
human work interruptions from the perspective of affect is still in the 
exploratory stage, the current study was conducted based on the 
grounded theory research method. Employees from multiple industries 
were recruited as interviewees for in-depth interviews. After that, a 
scientific research group consisting of the authors of the current study 
and one academic researcher conducted back-to-back coding analyzes 
based on the interview content. All of the researchers had management 
and psychology backgrounds. In open coding, the scientific research 
group captured the words and sentences initially used by the 
interviewees in the interviews, checked them word by word, identified 
the words and sentences highly related to human work interruptions, 
and obtained the initial categories. In axial coding, through theoretical 
guidance and literature references, the scientific research group 
condensed the initial categories and formed sub-categories. Then, the 
main categories were generalized by analyzing the relationships between 
sub-categories. Finally, the main categories were selectively coded 
according to the underlying internal logic and theoretical relations. At 
the same time, in order to ensure the reliability coding process, the 
following measures were taken in the coding process: Firstly, the data 
was processed entirely based on the interviewees’ description rather 
than guessing what they considered. Secondly, the scientific research 
group completed data coding together. When a researcher put forward 
a point of view, other researchers needed to question, verify, or 
supplement this point of view. This method reduced the one-sidedness 
of the conclusion caused by personal bias and ensured the consistency 
and integrity of coding results. Thirdly, adjustments and revisions were 
made according to third-party experts’ suggestions when controversial 
concepts or categories existed.

Participants

In this study, about one-third of the participants were recruited 
from the interviewers’ social environment, including friends, 
relatives, and colleagues. It creates a basis of trust for honest 
answers to personal questions related to situations and true feelings 
(Lamnek and Krell, 2016). Participants were required to meet the 
following eligibility criteria: first, aged 18 or above; second, full-
time employees; third, 1 year of tenure or above; fourth, be able to 
speak Mandarin; and fifth, have experiences of unexpected 
interpersonal suspensions of the behavioral performance of, or 
attentional focuses from, ongoing work tasks in or out of working 
hours. The initial 10 interviewees were from wholesale trade, retail 
trade, construction, manufacturing, service, communications, 
finance, public administration, and education industries. The other 
interviewees were selected randomly from the initial participants’ 
closer geographic environment, such as the workplace or social 
place, by adopting the snowball principle. Snowball sampling is a 
convenient sampling method for subjects with target characteristics. 
Individuals who had participated in the research helped to search 
for potential participants to expand the sample size (Naderifar 
et  al., 2017; Zickar and Keith, 2023). Following the theory 
saturation principle of grounded theory, 29 participants (15 males 
and 14 females) were formally recruited in individual face-to-face 
interviews. The participants’ educational levels ranged from 
completing a bachelor’s degree to completing a doctorate degree. 
69% had obtained master’s degrees or above. The ranges of 
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participants’ age (Mean = 31.8, SD = 7.0) were 18–25 (28%), 26–35 
(41%), and 36–45 (31%). A total of 59% participants were married, 
and among them, 45% participants had children living at home. For 
tenure, 38% participants had 1–3 years of working experience, 38% 
participants had 4–10 years of working experience, and 24% 
participants had been working for more than 10 years. The majority 
of the participants needed to work more than 40 h per week (83%). 
Thirteen industry types were involved, including one participant 
who worked in the wholesale trade industry, two participants who 
worked in the retail trade industry, one participant who worked in 
the agriculture industry, one participant who worked in the 
construction industry, four participants who worked in the 
manufacturing industry, two participants who worked in the 
transportation industry, three participants who worked in the 
communication industry, three participants who worked in the 
finance industry, one participant who worked in the insurance 
industry, one participant who worked in the real estate, three 
participants who worked in the services industry, three participants 
who worked in the public administration industry, and four 
participants who worked in the education industry. A total of 66% 
participants had worked for the private sector, and 24% participants 
had worked for the public sector.

Data collection and processing

All interview procedures were approved by the authors’ University 
Ethics Committee and written informed consents were obtained from 
all participants. Eligible participants had 7 days to consider whether to 
take part in the interview. They could withdraw from the study at 
any time.

In order to deeply explore human work interruptions and 
related affective responses and behavioral changes, the research 
team conducted individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews 
in a quiet place, usually office and meeting rooms. A mock 
interview with three experienced employees who had worked for 
more than 5 years was carried out before the formal interview. The 
third question in the interview outline was revised to further 
inspire the interviewees’ deep thinking about human work 
interruptions according to their suggestions. During the interview, 
the interviewer first introduced the research purpose and the 
concept of human work interruptions. To avoid confusion, 
researchers explained human work interruptions thoroughly to 
Chinese employees and took examples to ensure the interviewees’ 
sufficient understanding of this literally translated concept. The 
interviewer would fully guarantee the data confidentiality and 
anonymity and ask the interviewee whether he could record with a 
recording device or write down with paper and pencil. After 
obtaining the interviewees’ written consent, the interviewer started 
to conduct interviews according to the interview outline. If 
deviations from the theme were found during the interview, the 
interviewees should correct them in time and guide them to return 
to the theme of human work interruptions and revisit the answers. 
The interviewees were encouraged to express all their thoughts on 
relevant issues thoroughly. Each interview lasted at least 30 min. All 
interviewees were able to express their opinions concerning human 
work interruptions thoroughly. The semi-structured interviews 
selected descriptive, evaluative, and contrast questions to ensure 
that interviewees understood question semantics. The interview 

outline was designed according to literature analysis and 
pre-interview results. The specific contents of the interview outline 
are shown in Table 1.

After each interview, the research team sorted out the audio or 
text records in time. Nvivo12 Pro software was adopted to manage 
and analyze the data. The interview was terminated when the 
interviewees could not provide new information or repeated 
information began to appear. Two participants withdrew from the 
study. For the 29 data that met the requirements, 18 data was 
randomly selected as the original materials for coding. The other 
11 reserved original materials were used for the saturation test of 
the results. On the basis of primary data, the accuracy of research 
data is improved through cross-verification by combining internal 
data and secondary data obtained from the website.

Results

Open coding

Three hundred seventy-one statements entered the open coding 
analysis program after repeated screening. After several back-to-back 
coding analyzes, the research team systematically integrated similar 
concepts. At the same time, some existing relevant literature was also 
referenced in the coding process, such as the segmentation of 
interruption sources, the comparison of cognitive appraisal dimensions, 
and the segmentation of work-related affect and behaviors (Reeve, 2001; 
Warr et  al., 2014; Puranik et  al., 2019). Finally, the research team 
obtained 36 initial categories.

Axial coding

Axial coding further induced the initial categories obtained from 
open coding into sub-categories. For example, intervention priority, 
response priority, and attention priority in the initial categories were 
further induced into priority. The research team obtained 16 
sub-categories based on 36 initial categories. Then, 6 main categories 
were generalized by analyzing the relationship between sub-categories. 
The main category, sub-category, and initial category are shown in 
Table 2.

Selective coding

In Selective coding, the core category emerged through the 
induction and refinement of the main categories. The research 
team established the relationships between the core category, main 
categories, and sub-categories after the emergence of the core 
category. Then, the storyline of “human work 

TABLE 1 Interview outline.

No. Content

1 Please describe the human work interruptions experienced.

2 Please describe the consequences of human work interruptions.

3 Why are there different consequences when faced with human work 

interruptions?
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interruptions–cognitive appraisals–affective responses–behavioral 
changes” emerged. The interaction mechanism between the 
categories was analyzed to explore the path between human work 
interruptions and related affect and behaviors. Typical relational 
structures of main categories are shown in Table 3.

Construction of the conceptual model

Under the influence of environmental characteristics and personal 
traits, individuals’ cognitive appraisals of human work interruptions 
determine the affective responses, which leads to behavioral changes. 
Therefore, the “human work interruptions–cognitive appraisals–
affective responses–behavioral changes” model constructed in this 
study is shown in Figure 1.

Discussion

The concept and attributes of human work 
interruptions

According to previous research, it is difficult to theoretically 
distinguish human work interruptions from virtual work 
interruptions from the relatively broad and inconsistent concept of 
work interruptions. The data in this study reflects four core attributes 
of human work interruptions: suspension, unexpectedness, priority, 
and richness. (1) Suspension refers to the suspension of behavioral 
performance of, or attentional focus from, an ongoing work task. (2) 
Unexpectedness refers to the unavoidable and controllable 
characteristics of the work events conducted by the interrupter. The 
two attributes above indicate that human work interruptions have the 

TABLE 2 Human work interruptions axial coding.

Initial category Sub-category Main category

Suspension of behavioral performance of the task Suspension Human work interruption

Suspension of attentional focus from the task

Inevitable Unexpectedness

Uncontrollable

Intervention priority Priority

Response priority

Attention priority

Abundant sensory channels Richness

Information richness

Abundant social connection

Perceptibility Personal relevance (Primary appraisal) Cognitive appraisal

Effect degree

Information coping ability Coping ability (Secondary appraisal)

Social coping ability

No feeling No affect Affective response

Happy Positive affect

Excited

Relaxed

Anxiety Negative affect

Distress

Despair

Task completion speed Task behavior change Behavioral change

Task completion quality

Language change Social behavior change

Attitude change

Nervousness Innate trait Personal trait

Extroversion

Agreeableness

Time management skills Acquired trait

Multitask ability

Authoritarian leadership Leadership style Environmental characteristic

Humble leadership

Relaxed and free Colleague relations

Serious and independent

Welfare and treatment Resource allocation

Equipment and expenses
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FIGURE 1

Human work interruptions–cognitive appraisals–affect responses–behavioral changes model.

attributes of work interruptions and belong to work interruptions. (3) 
Priority refers to the fact that employees often fully understand the 
importance of interruptions by interrupters’ attitudes and 
descriptions. They try to predict, control, and coordinate such 
interruptions. They prioritize interruptions over ongoing tasks and 
deal with interrupters through dynamic face-to-face communication. 
(4) Richness refers to the fact that human work interruptions could 
stimulate the interrupted employee from visual, auditory, and even 
tactile channels to obtain rich information, which is more likely to 
trigger affective rumination and affective resonance, and establish 
deeper social connections. Because of the two core attributes of 
priority and richness, this research could distinguish human work 
interruptions from virtual work interruptions.

Previous research has found that the interruptions sources are the 
interruption stimulus or causes (Rivera-Rodriguez and Karsh, 2010). 
Various external interruption sources have been recorded in the 
workplace, such as device malfunctions, e-mails, phone calls, text 
messages, instant messaging chats, and face-to-face interactions (Nees and 
Fortna, 2015; Puranik et al., 2019). The distribution and frequency of 
these sources will vary according to the nature of the job and workplace. 
Equipment failures are more common interruptions in manufacturing 
setups for assembly line workers (Cai et al., 2017); phone calls and pagers 
are more common interruptions in medical institutions for doctors and 
nurses (Weigl et  al., 2011); instant messaging and e-mails are more 
common interruptions in offices for knowledge workers (Fonner and 
Roloff, 2012). The concept and attributes of human work interruptions 

TABLE 3 Human work interruptions selective coding.

Generalization relationship Relational 
structure

Connotation

Human work interruptions; cognitive 

appraisals; affective responses

Causality The cognitive appraisals of human work interruptions determine the affective responses, but not the events 

themselves directly cause the affective responses. The cognitive appraisals of the events precede the affective 

responses. Through cognitive appraisals, employees judge whether individuals have enough resources to deal with 

human work interruptions to produce corresponding affective responses.

Affective responses; behavioral changes Causality Employees’ behaviors will be influenced by their affect, producing affect-driven behaviors and leading to behavioral 

changes.

Environmental characteristics; human 

work interruptions

Causality Environmental characteristics can influence human work interruptions to trigger subsequent cognitive appraisals of 

employees. Environmental characteristics and work events are interchangeable.

Environmental characteristics; 

behavioral changes

Causality Environmental characteristics directly influence employees’ behavioral changes.

Human work interruptions; cognitive 

appraisals; personal traits

Moderating 

relationship

Different personal traits can buffer the effects of human work interruptions on cognitive appraisals. Employees with 

positive affective traits are more likely to obtain positive cognitive appraisals during human work interruptions.

Affective responses; behavioral changes; 

coping abilities (secondary appraisals)

Causality The coping abilities (secondary appraisals) also evaluate the effectiveness and suitability of individuals’ affective 

responses and behavioral changes, which are feedback behaviors.
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proposed in this study provide the basis for classifying work interruptions 
in various industries. The attributes of priority and richness indicate that 
human work interruptions are more challenging to avoid and control but 
are more likely to trigger affect and establish social connections.

The mechanism of human work 
interruptions

The role of cognitive appraisals
According to the cognitive appraisal theory, appraisal refers to 

the process in which individuals constantly search for the required 
information and possible environmental threats, then carry out 
multi-round, uninterrupted evaluations of those stimulating events 
that are meaningful to them. The appraisal process includes primary 
appraisal and secondary appraisal. The secondary appraisal occurs 
after the primary appraisal (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). The 
primary appraisal concerns two aspects. One is whether one is 
involved in an event personally, and the other is whether one has a 
stake in it. The involvement includes personal values, commitments, 
goals, and beliefs about oneself and the world. The stakes include 
concerns about a loved one and one’s physical and affective well-
being (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). In daily work environments, 
some mild events are unrelated to the individual’s goals and values. 
The appraisals of such events might only stay in the primary 
appraisal stages and often do not cause secondary appraisals. 
Comparatively, the second appraisal has a more meaningful analysis 
of the event, such as evaluating whether the individuals have enough 
resources to deal with the events (Huang et al., 2019). The results of 
this study show that when human work interruptions have impinged 
on no value, goal, needs, beliefs, or commitment, they will fall 
within the category of irrelevant; nothing will be lost or gained in 
the transactions. The cognitive appraisals of human work 
interruptions stay in the primary appraisal stage, and no affect is to 
be aroused in this process. When human work interruptions have 
been evaluated as relevant in the primary appraisal stage, the 
secondary appraisal stage will be aroused. Individuals will evaluate 
whether they have sufficient resources to cope with information and 
social interaction caused by human work interruptions in this stage. 
If the individuals are able to deal with the human work interruptions 
successfully, they will feel joy, satisfaction, and other positive affect. 
If the individuals are not able to deal with human work interruptions, 
they will feel pressure, anxiety, and other negative affect. The results 
are consistent with the affective event theory and cognitive appraisal 
theory (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). 
Previous research has recorded positive or negative affect induced 
by work interruptions from colleagues and clients (Zoupanou, 2015; 
Feldman and Greenway, 2021). The results of this study indicate that 
employees engaged in healthcare, education, or administration seem 
to have more chance of being exposed to human work interruptions. 
Individuals’ evaluations of human work interruptions, more than 
the human work interruptions themselves, spark different affect 
(Fletcher and Bedwell, 2016). In addition, employees usually have 
multiple goals at one time, and the evaluations with different goals 
will trigger different affect in the appraisal processes (Boudreaux 
and Ozer, 2013). For example, suppose an employee engaged in 
Project B received a notice that the last Project A was approved and 
needed to be reviewed. In that case, he would evaluate whether the 
notice-receiving event was relevant to any of his goals. This event 

might be evaluated as positive for Project A and negative for Project 
B depending on the evaluations of achieving or hindering different 
goals. In the face of human work interruptions, employees might 
carry out multidimensional appraisals of information and social 
coping abilities and predict dominant affective responses and 
behavioral changes through comprehensive cognitive 
appraisal results.

The role of personal traits
Although numerous researchers have investigated the effects of 

work interruptions, only a few have considered the effects of buffering. 
According to affective event theory, personal traits are one kind of factor 
influencing affective responses (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). For 
instance, individuals with high positive affective traits seem to be more 
sensitive to positive affective stimuli (work interruptions), so they might 
produce more positive affective responses; The opposite is true for 
individuals with high negative affective traits. On the other hand, 
personal traits will directly influence employees’ cognitive appraisals of 
work interruptions, thus influencing their affect. Neuroticism, 
extraversion, and agreeableness are innate traits. Unlike innate traits, 
acquired traits, such as time management ability and multitasking 
ability, can be cultivated and reinforced as valuable and practical coping 
resources (Parke et al., 2018). The results of this study show that besides 
innate traits, acquired traits also buffer the relationship between human 
work interruptions and cognitive appraisals. These traits attenuate the 
negative indirect impact of human work interruptions on psychology 
and performance, facilitating goal attainment and task completion. 
Baethge et al. (2015) found that alertness moderated the relationship 
between interruptions and calmness. Pachler et al. (2018) found that 
trait polychronicity moderated the relationship between interruptions 
and job satisfaction. The results of this study are consistent with 
previous research.

The role of environmental characteristics at work
According to the affective event theory, environmental 

characteristics at work more or less influence affective experience 
through work events (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996). Employees’ 
attitudes and behaviors are influenced by the work environment. One of 
the most used terms to describe the workplace environment is 
organizational climate. However, numerous studies have defined 
organizational climate as the common views of employees on 
organizational events and procedures. However, these perceptions 
represent individuals’ cognitive appraisals of the work environment 
from the individual level (Patterson et al., 2005). Numerous researchers 
have demonstrated relations between organizational climate and 
important indicators from different levels, such as organizational 
commitment, turnover intention, job satisfaction, individual job 
performance, and organizational performance in various industries. 
Among them, Chiang’s research showed that a depressive atmosphere 
positively correlates with emotional exhaustion at work in organizations 
(Chiang et al., 2020). Therefore, organizational climates could affect how 
employees think and feel about human work interruptions. The results 
of this study indicate that leadership styles, colleague relationships, and 
resource allocations influence human work interruptions as 
environmental characteristics at work. Compared with humble leaders, 
autocratic leaders tend to launch more human work interruptions. Close 
relationships among colleagues lead to more office “gossip” than cold 
ones. Such human work interruptions, while enhancing social 
connections, also negatively impact work progress. In addition, welfare 
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and equipment expenses also impact employee satisfaction and change 
employees’ perceptions of human work interruptions.

Affective responses and behavioral changes 
caused by human work interruptions

Human work interruptions, as work events closely related to the 
work goals, will trigger the related affect, influencing work performances 
(Frijda, 1986). At the same time, affective event theory also focuses on 
the causes of the affective reactions of employees in the work environment 
and analyzes the mechanism of the affective reactions (Weiss and 
Cropanzano, 1996); That is, a cognitive appraisal is the necessary premise 
of the affective reaction. Employees’ cognitive appraisals of work events 
take precedence over affective reactions and determine affective 
reactions. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) proposed the importance of 
cognitive appraisal, advocated the existence of cognitive appraisal 
between an environmental stimulus and affective response, and 
established the most famous cognitive theoretical framework to date. At 
the same time, he  emphasized that the nature of an individual’s 
idiosyncrasies and the interests of his specific environment determined 
his specific affect. Researchers have made great efforts to validate and 
expand the cognitive appraisal models (Luo and Chea, 2018). The results 
of this study showed that employees evaluated whether they had enough 
resources to deal with human work interruptions, which produced 
corresponding affective responses. Nevertheless, not all human work 
interruptions triggered affective responses (Zoupanou, 2015). Employees’ 
behaviors were influenced by affect, resulting in affect-driven behaviors, 
including task behavior changes and social behavior changes.

Feedback interventions
In organizational management, feedback is often used as a means of 

external intervention. Feedback such as praise from leaders, affirmation 
from customers, and encouragement from colleagues influenced 
individual efficacy, goals, coping styles, and related affect (van der Rijt 
et al., 2012; Li et al., 2014; Celuch et al., 2015). Individuals tended to 
search for the information needed in the environment and conduct 
multiple rounds of evaluation of meaningful events in real life (Lazarus, 
2006). For example, an employee felt angry when he had evaluated a 
difficult and tedious task as a threat. The overt anger affected colleagues 
and also was noted and reacted to by its initiator. As a result, it might 
lead to guilt, fear, or other affect (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). In 
instances of this feedback, the difficult and tedious task would no longer 
be  assessed as a threat and might be  reappraisal as unwarranted. 
According to the “human work interruptions–cognitive appraisals–
affective responses–behavioral changes” model proposed in this study, 
the cognitive appraisals that occur in the coping process are the 
secondary appraisals after the primary appraisals. These processes also 
are seen as feedback behaviors that refer to the reappraisals of the 
effectiveness and appropriateness of individuals’ affective responses and 
behavioral changes. Through appraisals and reappraisals, individuals 
adjust their strategies to deal with threats and challenges caused by 
human work interruptions at any time and learn methods to cope with 
similar stimulating events. Ilgen et  al. (1979) pointed out that a 
combination of feedback information, feedback recipients, and feedback 
deliverers influenced feedback behavior. Managers guided employees’ 
attention to task-related feedback and encouraged active communication 
between feedback recipients and feedback deliverers to improve 
feedback effectiveness (Whitaker and Levy, 2012; Mulder et al., 2013). 
Feedback management could trigger positive affect and behavioral 
changes upon the presence of work interruptions.

Implications

The theoretical contribution of this study is embodied in the following 
three aspects. First, in recent years, the development of mobile 
communication technology and the transformation of work methods and 
modes have attracted growing academic attention to work interruptions 
(Foroughi et al., 2014; Keller et al., 2020). However, few studies on work 
interruptions, especially human work interruptions, have been conducted 
in China (Qiao et al., 2021). In the current background of China, this 
study combines existing literature with the grounded theory method to 
analyze human work interruptions. It extracts the “human work 
interruption” construct and its core attributes. Second, the “human work 
interruptions–cognitive appraisals–affective responses–behavioral 
changes” model proposed in this study indicates that cognitive appraisals 
determine different affective responses and behavioral changes when 
human work interruptions occur. This model is consistent with the 
affective event theory and the cognitive appraisal theory. Third, this study 
dissects the mechanism of human work interruptions at the individual 
and organizational level. As members of organizations, employees’ affect 
and behaviors cannot be  separated from the dual influence of the 
individual and the organization. Previous studies on influencing factors 
have ignored the role of multiple factors at different levels (Lin et al., 2013; 
Parke et al., 2018; Puranik et al., 2019). This study establishes a more 
comprehensive theoretical framework by exploring how different factors, 
such as personal traits and environmental characteristics at work, 
influence the affective responses and behavioral changes of human work 
interruptions at the individual and organizational level.

This study proposes three practical implications: Firstly, managers 
could encourage employees to combine their own subjective perceptions 
of human work interruptions to make effective personal strategies 
through technical assistance and office layout upgrades to minimize the 
untimely potential human work interruptions (Nees and Fortna, 2015). 
Secondly, managers could integrate technical solutions with 
organizational practices. They could adopt human work interruption 
management and technology to arrange employees’ work schedules and 
make training plans. These methods can strengthen the benign 
communication between employees and train them how to interrupt 
others in a “calm” and “smart” way as much as possible, avoiding the 
generation of negative consequences. Thirdly, managers could change 
employees’ perceptions of human work interruptions from the conceptual 
level. Managers should emphasize rewarding employees’ innovative and 
cooperative behaviors instead of rewarding their working hours. It helps 
guide employees to positively evaluate human work interruptions, which 
inspires positive affective responses and behavioral changes.

Limitations

There are still several limitations in the research. First, this study 
adopts the grounded theory research method to conduct coding analysis 
based on the interview content and secondary data. Although the 
research team conducts back-to-back coding, it still cannot altogether 
avoid the subjectivity of coding. Moreover, some concepts or categories 
might be omitted in the coding process, resulting in a loss. A further 
limitation is that the research team randomly selects individuals who 
have worked in China as samples and conducts the interviews. The data 
is collected only in Chinese. The specific characteristics of the Chinese 
language might limit this study’s generalization (Peng et al., 2019). Given 
that the effects of these cultures might vary, cross-cultural research 
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would help us further understand the cultural influence on human work 
interruptions. Another possible limitation of our study is that grounded 
theory is a situational research method that could only obtain qualitative 
conclusions. Large-scale quantitative studies should be conducted to 
validate the psychological mechanisms of human work interruptions.

Conclusion

This study aims to focus on a problem that exists in practice but has 
not caused theoretical concern – human work interruptions. Based on 
the grounded theory method, this study explores the concept, influence, 
and mechanism of human work interruptions to bridge this gap. This 
study further extends the interruption theory and provides 
opportunities to create changes in organizational practices. Managers 
could adopt technical assistance and upgrade office layout to improve 
environmental characteristics at work. By participating in regular 
training, employees could gain valuable personal traits and deal with 
human work interruptions in a positive way.
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On the basis of social information processing theory, this study proposes a model 
of the influence mechanism of self-serving leadership (SL) on employee innovative 
behavior (IB), with psychological entitlement as the mediating variable and moral 
identity as the moderating variable. The paired data of 82 leaders and 372 employees 
collected at three time points are analyzed by the hierarchical linear modeling. 
Results corroborate that SL impairs employee IB. Moreover, the relationship between 
SL and employee IB is mediated by psychological entitlement. Finally, moral identity 
has a negative moderating effect of SL on psychological entitlement and an indirect 
effect on employee IB through psychological entitlement.
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Introduction

With the continuous changes in international markets and technological advances, an increasing 
number of companies realize that innovation is a crucial source to ensure their long-term development 
and maintain their sustainable competitive advantage (Shalley et al., 2004; Shin et al., 2017). Meanwhile, 
employees are the frontline mainstays of businesses; their creative suggestions and insights can reflect 
the invisible problems of companies and provide new ideas to improve products or work methods, 
which are the core force driving innovations in companies (Tierney and Farmer,  2002; Yuan and Zhou, 
2015). According to a survey, nearly 80% of innovative ideas and problem solutions in enterprises are 
from employees (Getz and Robinson, 2010), showing that employee innovative behavior (IB) is an 
indispensable driving force for enterprises to achieve innovative development. Therefore, exploring 
the influencing factors of employee IB and helping enterprises break out of the tight encirclement have 
become key topics for enterprises at present (Amabile and Pratt, 2016).

Employee IB refers to a series of actions including the creation, promotion, and implementation 
of new ideas (Manjari and Anita, 2012). Studies have revealed that leadership style is a crucial factor 
affecting employee IB (Grant and Ashford, 2008). Although positive and negative leadership styles 
exist, employees become vulnerable to the “dark side” of leadership in the long run (Nevicka et al., 
2018); for example, abusive supervision (Yuan et al., 2022), leader narcissism (Yang et al., 2020), and 
authoritarian leadership (Guo et al., 2018) impede employee IB. However, due to the diversity of 
negative leadership types, their impacts on employees, such as emotional reactions and cognitive 
changes, are different. Therefore, investigating employee IB antecedents from different negative 
leadership styles is quite meaningful. On this basis, our study intends to delve into the relationship 
between self-serving leadership (SL) and employee IB from two aspects, first, as a long-standing 
passive kind of leadership in organizations, SL is fundamentally different from abusive supervision 
and narcissistic leadership; SL lays more emphasis on the pursuit of interests without definite hostile 
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to employees (Rus et al., 2010). Second, SL can cause serious passive 
effects on subordinates and organizations, such as reducing employee 
affective commitment (Mao et  al., 2019b), impelling employees to 
engage in counterproductive work behavior (Mao et  al., 2019b) or 
damaging team creativity (Peng et al., 2019). Thus, analyzing whether 
SL negatively influences employee IB can help clarify the harm of SL 
from top to bottom and enrich relevant research on the interfering 
factors of employee IB.

Our study intends to explore how and when SL affect employee IB 
drawing from social information processing (SIP) theory, from which 
leaders are important information sources in organizations providing 
employees with various information clues, then employees adjust their 
own cognition and behavior norms by interpreting and judging the 
information (Pfeffer, 1978; Meyer, 1994). SL refers to leaders putting 
their own benefits above employee pursuits and organization goals 
(Camps et al., 2012), including behaviors such as stealing other people’s 
resources, evading or shirking responsibilities, transferring illegal 
interests, and abusing power for personal gains (Rus et al., 2010). When 
leaders show self-serving behaviors damaging or encroaching on others’ 
interests, employees not only consider that their own interests have been 
deprived but also feel their self-worth is devaluated by leaders, and 
employees’ unbalanced self-awareness arises spontaneously. Studies have 
found that if employees perceive unfair experiences, such as contempt, 
they have a cognitive state of having the right to receive preferential 
treatment, namely, psychological entitlement. Moreover, employees with 
psychological entitlement reduce pro-organizational motives (Jiang 
et al., 2022) and tend to display negative work results (Yam et al., 2017), 
such as reducing IB conducive to organizations. Based on these grounds, 
we lead into a psychological entitlement to link up the bond between SL 
and employee IB.

In addition, SIP maintains that the formation of employee cognition 
and behavior is affected not only by information characteristics but also 
by relevant employee factors (Miller and Monge, 1985). As SL seriously 
damages the interests of organizations and employees, they violate 
ethical guidelines in terms of the results of their actions. Therefore, 
we expect that moral identity, the personal characteristics related to 
morality, can effectively moderate the effects of SL on employee 
IB. Whereas moral identity implies the importance of moral norms in 
individual self-concepts, employees with different moral identity levels 
also differ in their sensitivity levels to unethical behaviors in 
organizations, resulting in different cognitive and behavioral responses 
(Aquino and Reed, 2002). Furthermore, studies have revealed that moral 
identity can mitigate or enhance leadership behavior effects on 
employees (Eissa and Lester, 2022). Therefore, according to SIP, the 
moderation function of moral identity cannot be  ignored when 
exploring the relationship between SL and employee IB.

Accordingly, drawing from SIP, our study aims to clarify the 
potential impact mechanism between SL and employee IB and delve into 
the mediation and moderation roles of employee psychological 
entitlement and moral identity, respectively. We  thus construct the 
theoretical model of how SL affects employee IB, as illustrated in 
Figure 1.

This study has several contributions. First, finding that SL 
negatively affects IB, this research, to a certain extent, fills the long-
standing gap of lacking empirical evidence to explore the relationship 
between the two. Second, based on SIP, this study confirms that 
psychological entitlement plays a mediating role between SL and IB, 
which further enriches the mediation mechanism between them and 
expands the scope of SIP application. Third, this work introduces the 

concept of moral identity from the individual characteristic 
perspective, which not only helps clarify the boundary conditions of 
SL effects, but also breaks the limitation of existing literature that 
only takes organizational and leader factors as moderating variables.

Theory and hypotheses

Review of leadership styles and innovative 
behavior

A systematic literature review on IB reveals that leadership style is an 
important antecedent. Positive leadership styles, such as transformational 
leadership, transactional leadership, ethical leadership, servant 
leadership, inclusive leadership, spiritual leadership, entrepreneurial 
leadership, and leader humor, have been found to positively influence IB; 
whereas negative leadership styles, such as abusive supervision, 
authoritarian leadership, leader narcissism, and exploitative leadership, 
negatively influence IB (Pieterse et al., 2009; Aryee et al., 2012; Tu and 
Lu, 2012; Rousseau and Aubé, 2016; Wang et al., 2019, 2020; Zhang and 
Su, 2020; Norouzinik et al., 2021; Shakil et al., 2021; Zhang and Yang, 
2021; Iqbal et al., 2022). In terms of the mediating mechanism between 
leadership style and IB, Ji and Yoon (2021) found that self-efficacy plays 
a mediating role between servant leadership and employee IB from the 
social cognitive theory perspective. Drawing from self-determination 
theory, Zhang and Yang (2021) revealed that autonomous motivation 
plays a mediating role between spiritual leadership and employee 
IB. Following social exchange theory, Nazir et al. (2021) argued that both 
leader-member exchange and employee voice play a mediating role 
among paternalistic leadership, authoritarian leadership, benevolent 
leadership, and employee IB. From the ego depletion theory perspective, 
Wang et  al. (2020) found that relational attachment mediates the 
relationship between exploitative leadership and employee IB. In terms 
of the moderating mechanism between leadership style and IB, Wang 
et al. (2019) claimed that team reflexivity moderates the relationship 
between servant leadership and employee IB from a team characteristic 
perspective. Zhang and Yang (2021) revealed that power distance 
orientation moderates the relationship between spiritual leadership and 
employee IB from an individual characteristic perspective. Drawing from 
an environmental characteristic perspective, Yang et al. (2020) found that 
environmental uncertainty moderates the relationship between leader 
narcissism and employee IB.

Self-serving leadership and employee 
innovative behavior

As a complex and spontaneous behavior, IB includes a series of 
activities related to generating and implementing new ideas (Janssen 
et al., 2004), that is, employees improve or create new things, including 
but not limited to various products, methods, elements, and paths 
oriented to the insights of existing mindsets that are different from 
conventional or common thinking. In addition, innovation requires 
additional time and effort, including tolerance to innovation failure risks 
(Woods et al., 2018). Studies have indicated that leadership style, as the 
core part of an organizational environment, significantly influences 
employee IB, which cannot be  ignored (Nevicka et  al., 2018); for 
example, leader narcissism refrains from employee IB (Yang et al., 2020), 
whereas paternalistic leadership stimulates it (Lu et al., 2022).
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SL is defined as leaders who put their own well-being and benefits 
above employee pursuits and organization targets (Camps et al., 2012). 
However, a great concern for one’s own interests inevitably leads to 
neglect of others (Peng et al., 2019). That is, a trade-off relationship exists 
between egoism and altruism, implying that self-interest often comes at 
the cost of others (Decelles et  al., 2012). Meanwhile, studies have 
suggested that SL not only undermines its own influence (Yorges et al., 
1999) but also breeds negative emotions (Jacobs et al., 2013) among 
employees, aggravates employee turnover intention (Jacobs et al., 2013), 
and reduces team creativity (Peng et al., 2019). On this basis, SL has 
multiple destructive effects on organizations and employees, ultimately 
meeting with implicit negative employee feedback (Mao et al., 2019b).

Consequently, our study posits that SL has a certain negative impact 
on employee IB. SIP suggests that individual activities are influenced by 
complex social environments (Pfeffer, 1978), and their perceptions, 
attitudes, and behaviors are formed based on the information they 
receive. Leaders, as important information sources in organizations, 
provide employees with various information cues (Meyer, 1994). 
Through the processing and decoding of these information cues, 
employees first obtain inner associations between behaviors and 
attitudes, and then adjust their subsequent behavior (Yam et al., 2018). 
Specifically, when perceiving leader selfishness, employees tend to 
attribute that it is caused by the poor manager supervision of 
organizations; thus, employees’ sense of belonging to organizations is 
sapped, and they rarely behave beneficially to organizations. For 
example, employees lessen time and energy input in innovation 
procedures and are indifferent to work process or method improvement, 
which negatively affects subordinates’ IB. Thus, we propose the following:

H1: SL is negatively related to employee IB.

Mediating role of psychological entitlement

Psychological entitlement is defined as a stable cognitive state with 
a high degree of self-interest, that is, individuals are in an inflated self-
awareness state of deserving high praises and rewards regardless of their 
actual performance (Joplin et al., 2021). Naumann et al. (2002) posited 
that psychological entitlement in the workplace is a kind of perception 
in which employees do not get certain compensation as they desired. 
Therefore, when employees deem that their efforts are far more valuable 
than the returns, psychological entitlement sprout out (Yam et al., 2017). 
Specifically, the due respect (Stronge et al., 2019) and fair treatment 

(Zitek et al., 2010) that employees never receive are engines to promote 
their psychological entitlement.

Consequently, our study believes that working with SL, employees 
can hardly perceive due respect and fair treatment which then brings out 
a heavy sense of psychological entitlement. In more detail, encountering 
SL, an impact on employees’ cognition comes first (Bharanitharan et al., 
2020). For one thing, in the face of manager encroachment and 
subordinate resource deprivation, employees are likely to think that such 
leadership behaviors are devaluations of their self-worth, that is, they 
think their personal values are neither recognized nor respected as they 
should be (Stronge et al., 2019), which ultimately leads to their sense of 
psychological entitlement. For another, SL has damaged organizational 
fairness to a great extent (Camps et al., 2012). SL encroachment forces 
the interests that should belong to employees to fall into the hands of 
others, resulting in the unequal pay and reward of employees, triggering 
their unfair perception and leading to their sense of psychological 
entitlement (Zitek et al., 2010).

Our study further argues that employee psychological entitlement 
induced by SL negatively impacts employee IB. First, employees with 
psychological entitlement opine that they should have more than they 
do now (Lee et al., 2017), that is, they think of themselves as those who 
are owed, thus attributing their negative behaviors to the disrespect of 
organizations. Hence, employees achieve psychological equilibrium by 
reducing returns to organizations, such as disengaging in IB that requires 
effort (Zhao et  al., 2022). Second, employees with psychological 
entitlement usually make passive attributions to events (Naseer et al., 
2019; Zhao et  al., 2022), opining that even if they work hard, their 
achievements will be usurped by SL. Therefore, when faced with SL, 
employees with psychological entitlement are likely to ascribe their 
slackness to the protection of their own resources and then diminish 
their energy investment in IB with ease. On the basis of the above 
reasoning, SL induces employee psychological entitlement and then 
refrains from employee IB. Hence, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H2: Employee psychological entitlement engages in the mediating 
role between SL and employee IB.

Moderating role of moral identity

Moral identity is a relatively stable self-concept framed around specific 
moral characteristics such as honesty, fairness, compassion, etc. (Mayer 
et al., 2012). It includes two dimensions, internalization and symbolization, 

Level 2

Level 1

Self-serving 

leadership

Psychological 

entitlement
Moral identity Innovative 

behavior

FIGURE 1

Theoretical framework.
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in which internalization of moral identity expresses the degree of 
importance of an individual moral trait to the self-concept, while 
symbolization of moral identity expresses the degree of willingness of an 
individual to demonstrate moral traits to the outside world through 
behaviors. As an important individual trait, moral identity is a moderating 
mechanism originating from an individual’s heart, which can maintain a 
consistent state between one’s behavior and the concept of self-identity, 
otherwise, one’s self-condemnation mechanism is evoked to restore the 
consistency between the two (Aquino and Reed, 2002). Employees with 
lofty moral identity have high moral pursuits, whereas those with low 
moral identity are insensitive to moral information, tending to do things 
against morality. According to Mulder and Aquino (2013), some 
differences exist in employee cognitive attitudes toward moral concepts 
among individuals, so moral identity is often regarded as an important 
moderating variable for differences among individuals. Drawing upon this 
logic, our study endorses that the relationship between SL and employee 
psychological entitlement is moderated by a moral identity with an effect.

Drawing from SIP, employee perception and behavior formations are 
influenced not only by information characteristics themselves but also by 
their own related factors, resulting in differences in individual perceptions 
and behaviors (Miller and Monge, 1985). In practical terms, the 
psychological adjustment process of employees with high moral identity 
tends to be  relatively flexible, as employees devote further energy to 
measuring whether their self-concepts conform to moral standards and 
make efforts to keep their self-concepts at moral levels (Lin and Loi, 2021). 
Therefore, facing SL, employees with high moral identity still regard 
tolerance and altruism as their own definitions and strive to maintain the 
conformities of their own cognition and behavior with their self-concepts 
not to distort and expand their self-awareness and produce negative 
psychological entitlement. On the contrary, employees with low moral 
identity do not value personal moral values, their self-concepts are easily 
affected by external situational factors (Keem et al., 2018) and so does their 
ability to restrain moral behaviors of their own. Hence, when confronting 
SL, employees’ egoistic attribution motivation is easily motivated, which 
makes them treat everything with a certain utilitarianism, and takes the 
benefits they think they should obtain as a fair measure. Based on this 
notion, employees with low moral identity tend to feel that their own 
interests have been damaged due to leader violations, thus generating a 
high sense of psychological entitlement. We posit the following:

H3: Employee moral identity negatively moderates the relationship 
between SL and employee psychological entitlement, that is, the 
higher the moral identity, the lower SL influence on employee 
psychological entitlement, and vice versa.

Moderated mediation model

This study further proposes a moderated mediation model where the 
interaction between SL and moral identity has an impact on employee IB 
through psychological entitlement. In detail, employees with low moral 
identity do not value their personal moral values, their self-concepts are 
easily influenced by external situational factors (Keem et al., 2018), and 
they have a poor ability to discipline their own moral behaviors. Therefore, 
when they face SL, their self-serving attribution bias is easily motivated 
by self-serving leader behaviors, which make them look at everything 
with a certain degree of utilitarianism, and the interaction of the two 
eventually contributes to their sense of psychological entitlement. 

Employees with psychological entitlement attribute their negativities to 
the protection of their own resources and thus feel comfortable reducing 
their efforts in IB. On this basis, employees with low moral identity, when 
confronted with SL, will develop psychological entitlement due to 
excessive negative cognition and performance, and thus refrain from 
engaging in IB that is beneficial to the organization. Therefore, we propose:

H4: The mediating impact of SL on employee IB via psychological 
entitlement is moderated by employee moral identity, that is, the 
higher the moral identity of employees, the lower the influence of 
SL on employee psychological entitlement, and vice versa.

Method

Sample and procedure

We used paper-based questionnaires to collect data from employees 
and their supervisors of enterprises in Southwest China. The researcher 
first contacted the human resource (HR) directors of these enterprises 
and introduced the research purpose to them to obtain their permission. 
After a brief introduction to precautions and data receipt methods, 
we  recruited participants with the assistance of these HR directors. 
Then, the questionnaires were sent to the site and participants were told 
to post the completed questionnaires to the designated address. Data 
were collected from three-time points to decrease the likelihood of 
possible common method biases, with an interval of 2 weeks between 
each time point. At Time 1, data included SL, moral identity, and control 
variables collected from employees. A total of 440 employee 
questionnaires were distributed at this stage, and 408 questionnaires 
were returned. At Time 2, employees were asked to evaluate their 
psychological entitlement. We  sent out 408 copies, and 392 were 
collected. At Time 3, employees were asked to invite their direct 
supervisors to evaluate employee IB, and a total of 98 leader 
questionnaires were distributed at this stage, and 89 questionnaires were 
returned. After eliminating invalid questionnaires, the matched data of 
82 leaders and 372 employees were finally collected. Among employee 
participants, 221 males were recorded, representing 59.4%. In terms of 
age, 267 employees were 26–35 years old (71.8%). In terms of education 
level, 201 participants had college or undergraduate degrees (54.0%). In 
terms of tenure with leaders, 120 participants served for 7–12 months 
account 32.3%. The maximum and minimum values of tenure with 
leaders are 0.25 years and 7.5 years, respectively.

Measures

All measurement scales in this study were from highly reliable and 
valid scales widely used in related research. A five-point Likert method 
was used to score each item, where 1 referred to “completely disagree” 
and 5 meant “completely agree.”

SL: A four-item scale exploited by Camps et al. (2012) was used; a 
sample item was “My leaders are selfish and think they are very 
important.” The Cronbach’s α value was 0.934.

Moral Identity: The five-item scale developed by Aquino and Reed 
(2002) was used, which listed “care,” “enthusiasm,” and “fairness,” to allow 
participants to imagine those with the above qualities, and then fill in the 
relevant items in the scale; a sample item was “being a person with the 
above qualities is important to me.” The Cronbach’s α value was 0.900.
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Psychological Entitlement: The four-item scale developed by Yam 
et al. (2017) was used; a sample item was “I think I should enjoy more 
rights than other colleagues.” The Cronbach’s α value was 0.924.

Employee IB: The six-item scale developed by Scott and Bruce 
(1994) was used; a sample item was “An employee is a person with 
innovative spirit.” The Cronbach’s α value was 0.965.

Control Variables: Previous studies (Scott and Bruce, 1994; Grosser 
et al., 2017) found that gender, age, education level, and tenure with leaders 
influence employee IB. Therefore, we controlled for the above variables.

Results

Measurement model

Before hypothesis testing, we performed reliability and validity tests 
(see Tables 1, 2). The Cronbach’s α and composite reliability (CR) values 
for all latent variables were greater than 0.7, indicating that the model 
had acceptable reliability. The average variance extracted (AVE) values 
for all constructs were greater than 0.5, indicating a good convergent 

validity among variables. Then, we constructed four models to examine 
the discriminant validity and goodness-of-fit among SL, moral identity, 
psychological entitlement, and employee IB. As presented in Table 2,  
the four-factor model (χ2/df  = −1.918, CFI  = 0.979, TLI  = 0.976, 
RMSEA = 0.050) had the best indices, implying that the discrimination 
validity of the four variables included in the four-factor model was in 
line with the expected effect and was good.

The averages, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of 
variables are shown in Table 3. A significant negative correlation was 
found between psychological entitlement and employee IB (r = −0.313, 
p < 0.01), providing evidence for our hypotheses.

Main effect and mediating effect

The ICC (1), ICC (2), Rwg average, and median values of SL are 0.446, 
0.785, 0.862, and 0.928 respectively, which meet the polymerization 
requirements. In addition, the ICC (1) values of psychological entitlement 
and employee IB are 0.253 and 0.268, respectively. We  performed 
hierarchical regression analysis to test the SL influence on employee IB, 

TABLE 1 Results of reliability and validity analysis.

Constructs Number of items
Factors loading 

range
Cronbach’s α CR AVE

Self-serving leadership 4 0.822–0.940 0.934 0.935 0.783

Psychological entitlement 4 0.816–0.898 0.924 0.924 0.754

Moral identity 5 0.729–0.891 0.900 0.902 0.648

Innovative behavior 6 0.878–0.940 0.965 0.966 0.824

TABLE 2 Results of confirmatory factor analysis.

Model χ2 df χ2/df ∆χ2(∆df) CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Four-factor model 280.029 146 1.918 0.979 0.976 0.050 0.035

Three-factor model 1181.751 149 7.931 901.722*** (3) 0.842 0.819 0.137 0.100

Two-factor model a 2032.528 151 13.460 1752.499*** (5) 0.712 0.674 0.183 0.143

Two-factor model b 2197.622 151 14.554 1917.593*** (5) 0.687 0.645 0.191 0.178

One-factor model 3462.123 152 22.777 3182.094*** (6) 0.494 0.430 0.242 0.221

***p < 0.001; Three-factor model: Combining self-serving leadership and psychological entitlement into a factor; Two-factor model a: Combining self-serving leadership, psychological entitlement 
and moral identity into a factor; Two-factor model b: Combining self-serving leadership and psychological entitlement into a factor, and combining moral identity and innovative behavior into a 
factor; One-factor model: Combining all constructs into a factor.

TABLE 3 Results of descriptive statistical analysis.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Level 1

1. Sex 0.406 0.492

2. Age 2.116 0.619 0.120*

3. Education level 2.298 0.610 −0.117* 0.101

4. Tenure with leader 2.186 1.046 −0.005 0.292** 0.010

5. Psychological entitlement 1.957 0.895 0.073 0.100 −0.037 0.068

6. Moral identity 2.322 0.955 0.058 0.044 −0.057 −0.065 0.250**

7. Innovative behavior 3.805 0.950 −0.035 −0.035 0.072 −0.154** −0.313** −0.326**

Level 2

1. Self-serving leadership 1.863 1.073

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Sex: Male (0), female (1); Age: ≤25 years (1), 26-35 years (2), 36-45 years (3), ≥46 years (4); Education level: High school (1), Junior college (2), bachelor degree (3), graduate 
degree (4); Tenure with leader: ≤6 months (1), 7-12 months (2), 13-24 months (3), ≥25 months (4).
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TABLE 4 Results of hierarchical linear modeling.

Model
Psychological entitlement Innovative behavior

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Intercept 1.955***(0.054) 2.004***(0.056) 3.799***(0.067) 3.799***(0.059) 3.793***(0.057)

Level 1

Sex 0.123 (0.09) 0.093 (0.09) −0.051 (0.076) −0.058 (0.072) −0.042 (0.069)

Age 0.11 (0.075) 0.087 (0.069) 0.021 (0.073) 0.013 (0.07) 0.043 (0.066)

Education level −0.069 (0.067) −0.083 (0.064) 0.095 (0.076) 0.104 (0.075) 0.091 (0.076)

Tenure with leader 0.009 (0.047) 0.026 (0.043) −0.089 (0.049) −0.081 (0.05) −0.075 (0.044)

Psychological entitlement −0.273***(0.063)

Moral identity 0.179***(0.053)

Level 2

Self-serving leadership 0.368***(0.063) 0.337***(0.067) −0.355***(0.08) −0.261**(0.079)

Interaction

Self-serving leadership × Moral identity −0.158*(0.062)

∆R2 0.12 0.201 0.001 0.01 0.10

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

and data inspection results are presented in Table 4. We led the control 
variables and SL putting into the regression equation. According to 
Model 4 in Table 4, SL substantially and negatively affects employee IB 
(β = −0.355, p < 0.001). Consequently, H1 is supported.

To further interpret the mediating effect of psychological 
entitlement, we led SL and psychological entitlement into the regression 
equation simultaneously; heretofore, we tested if SL negatively affects 
employee IB. According to Model 1, SL is notably and positively 
associated with psychological entitlement (β = 0.368, p < 0.001, Model 
1 in Table 4). Moreover, after putting SL and psychological entitlement 
into the regression equation model simultaneously, Model 5 shows that 
psychological entitlement is apparently associated with employee IB 
(β = −0.273, p < 0.001), and the SL impact on employee IB remains 
salient (β = −0.261, p < 0.01). Based on these analyses, psychological 
entitlement acts as a partial mediator between SL and employee 
IB. Hence, H2 is preliminarily supported.

To further delve into the mediating effect of psychological 
entitlement, we used the R mediation method. The result shows that 
psychological entitlement plays a significant mediating role between SL 
and employee IB, coefficient = −0.10, with a 99% confidence interval 
(CI) = [−0163, −0.049], excluding 0. Thus, H2 is supported.

Moderating effect of moral identity

We investigated the moderation impact of moral identity on the 
relationship between SL and psychological entitlement. First, we tested 
whether SL has a significant effect on psychological entitlement. Second, 
we  simultaneously led the interaction items of SL, moral identity, 
centralized SL, and moral identity into the regression equation to test the 
significance of SL coefficients and interactive items. Given that the 
significant relationship between SL and psychological entitlement has been 
proven, after including interactive items (SL, moral identity, centralized SL, 
and moral identity) in the regression equation, SL displayed a substantial 
positive reinforcement influence on psychological entitlement (β = 0.337, 
p < 0.001, Model 2 in Table 4), with a significant coefficient of interaction 
terms (β = −0.158, p < 0.05), indicating that moral identity can effectively 

regulate the relationship between SL and psychological entitlement. To 
further embody the moderation impact of moral identity on SL and 
psychological entitlement, our study drew a moderating effect map of 
moral identity (Figure 2) from which the lower the moral identity, the 
stronger the positive correlation between SL and employee psychological 
entitlement (b = 0.488, p < 0.001); meanwhile, the higher the moral identity, 
the weaker the positive correlation between SL and employee psychological 
entitlement (b = 0.186, p < 0.05). Therefore, H3 is supported.

We used the Bootstrap method to investigate the moderated 
mediating effect, and the results are shown in Table 5, among which the 
benchmark of moral identity is a standard deviation of its average value, 
that is, a standard deviation higher than the average value is high, and a 
standard deviation lower than the average value is low. Meanwhile, the 
active effect of SL on psychological entitlement is significant at high 
(b = 0.186, 95% CI = [0.010, 0.361]) and low (b = 0.488, 95% CI = [0.312, 
0.662]) moral identity levels; and the difference (b  = −0.302, 95% 
CI = [−0.537, −0.075]) is also significant. Thus, H3 is further verified. 
Similarly, Table 5 presents that the indirect influence of psychological 
entitlement between SL and employee IB is significant at high 
(b  = −0.047, 95% CI = [−0.104, −0.002]) and low (b  = −0.122, 95% 
CI = [−0.207, −0.054]) moral identity levels; the difference (b = 0.075, 
95% CI = [0.015, 0.156]) is also significant. Evidently, moral identity acts 
as a moderator in the mediating effect of psychological entitlement 
between SL and employee IB. Accordingly, H4 is supported.

Discussion

Theoretical contribution

First, this study investigates the impact of SL on employee IB and 
expands the research of SL outcome variables. Previous studies have 
made many meaningful explorations on employee behavior caused by 
SL, including employees’ knowledge hiding (Peng et al., 2019), turnover 
intention (Decoster et al., 2014), and counterproductive work behavior 
(Mao et al., 2019b), ignoring employee IB that promotes enterprises to 
maintain competitive advantage and sustainable development, whereas 
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the topic related to employee IB has become a topical issue. Emphasizing 
the relationship between SL and employee IB through data analysis, 
we further confirm that SL refrains employees from engaging in IB. In 
our study, the negative impact of leaders’ self-interest on employees is 
tested, responding to the appeal of paying attention to the effect of dark 
leadership such as SL on employee behavior (Mao et al., 2019b).

Second, our study enriches the potential mechanism between SL and 
employee IB and reveals the role of employees’ affective reaction process 
in this mechanism. According to social exchange theory, prior studies 
elaborated on the mediating effect of employee affective commitment 
between SL and employee counterproductive work behavior (Mao et al., 
2019b), as well as the mediation effect of psychological security and 
knowledge hiding between SL and team creativity (Peng et al., 2019). 
Moreover, on the basis of SIP, our study takes SL as the source of employee 
information and emphasizes the information processing process of 
employees to expound on the mediating effect of psychological 
entitlement between the two, and then analyzes the reason why SL 
refrains from employee IB, thus opening the “black box” of the potential 
process between SL and employee IB. In addition, studies on psychological 
entitlement are focused on social psychology, while research on 
psychological entitlement in organizations is still scarce (Decoster et al., 
2021). Therefore, our study not only further promotes the research 
process of psychological entitlement in organizations but also enriches its 
antecedents and influencing factors (Decoster et al., 2021).

Third, our work expands on the boundaries of the influence of SL on 
employee behaviors. According to the moderation role of moral identity, 
our study clarifies the circumstances under which SL affects employee 
psychological entitlement. Previous studies mainly investigated the 
boundaries of SL from two aspects, employees’ values (e.g., power 
distance orientation) and task characteristics (e.g., team task 
interdependence) (Pfeffer, 1978; Mao et al., 2019b), while few works 
selected the moderating variables of SL from the moral perspective. 
Given this, our study focuses on the moderating effect of moral identity 
on the relationship between SL and employee psychological entitlement. 
Research confirms that a high moral identity reduces the effect of SL on 
employee psychological entitlement and adjusts the mediating role of 
psychological entitlement between SL and employee IB. Consequently, 
our study expands the boundaries of SL influencing employee IB and 
provides a new idea for the application of moral identity.

Practical implications

First, to avoid the negative consequences caused by SL should 
be brought to the forefront, our study confirms that SL can inhibit 
employee IB. Therefore, when selecting managers, enterprises should 
take their moral cultivation as the top priority, that is, leadership style 
tests can effectively prevent individuals with selfish tendencies from 
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The moderating effect of moral identity on the relationship between self-serving leadership and psychological entitlement.

TABLE 5 Results of moderated mediation analysis.

Moderator
Self-serving leadership → Psychological 

entitlement
Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect

Innovative 

behavior

High moral identity 0.186* −0.14 −0.047* −0.187*

[0.01, 0.361] [−0.318,0.036] [−0.104, −0.002] [−0.369, −0.002]

Low moral identity 0.488* −0.126 −0.122* −0.248

[0.312, 0.662] [−0.307, 0.05] [−0.207, −0.054] [0.445, −0.056]

Differences (Δ) −0.302* −0.014 0.075* 0.061

[−0.537, −0.075] [−0.271, 0.24] [0.015, 0.156] [−0.199, 0.324]

*p < 0.05, 95% confidence interval in parentheses.
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becoming managers. Moreover, enterprises should strengthen moral 
training for existing managers. Managers constantly improve their 
moral cultivation and do not easily exhibit encroaching behavior on 
organization and employee interests. During the training process, 
managers must be fully aware of the hazards of self-serving behaviors, 
be encouraged to reflect on self-serving behaviors, and be guided to 
establish altruistic values.

Second, organizations should properly guide and intervene  
in employee psychological entitlement. We  find that employee 
psychological entitlement refrains employees from engaging in IB that is 
beneficial to organizations. Thus, employees should be  supported to 
clarify their rights and responsibilities. (1) Organizations should show 
solicitude for basic employee psychological needs, for example, let 
employees participate in decision-making; encourage communication 
among superiors, subordinates, and colleagues; and enhance internal 
enterprise cohesion. (2) The change in employee psychological state is the 
other factor that should be followed closely. A comprehensive evaluation 
system around employee psychological state can be established to get to 
know employee psychological state in a timely manner and intervene 
seasonably through group counseling and other methods, then alleviate 
employee coping style in a negative cognitive situation.

Third, as our study confirms that moral identity is an “effective 
medicine” to refrain employee negative cognition, organizations should 
strive to create a pleasant moral atmosphere, which indicates that 
organizations may transform moral standards into organizational rules 
and regulations through education and guidance to a certain extent and 
thus restrain leader and employee behaviors. Organizations can also hold 
publicity activities to emphasize the importance of fairness and ethics, 
including the benefits and values of acting in a fair and ethical manner. 
Moreover, organizations should emphasize the rules and regulations of 
order and professional codes so that when facing ethical decisions, 
employees can make judgments mainly according to organization 
systems and procedures and always alert themselves to high 
ethical standards.

Limitations and future recommendations

Our study also contains several limitations that should be further 
improved. First, we only examined the role of psychological entitlement 
in the relationship between SL and employee IB, ignoring other potential 
mediating mechanisms. SL will consume employees’ emotional resources 
and lead to their emotional exhaustion, and employees may be reluctant 
to engage in IB just to avoid further resource losses (Mao et al., 2019a). 
Thus, future research could investigate the mechanism between SL and 
employee IB from the perspective of conservation of resource theory. 
Second, our study only explored the boundary role of moral identity in 
the relationship between SL and employee IB, whereas moral identity is 
only an individual influencing factor; and employee behaviors may also 
be affected by other situational factors, such as team climate and team 
culture (Decoster et al., 2021). Therefore, future research can examine 
the boundary effects of other individual factors of employees, such as 
psychological resilience, chronic regulatory focus, and other individual 
traits; further works can also integrate specific organizational situations 
into the research model. Third, based on the Chinese situation only, the 
cultural differences between China and the West may lead to some 
distinctions in employees’ understanding of SL, which can limit the 
generalization of our study. Thus, future research can verify the reliability 
of our conclusions again in the context of western culture.

Conclusion

Drawing from SIP, our study lays emphasis on the link between 
SL and employee IB and examines the mediating and moderating 
roles of employee psychological entitlement and moral identity in 
between. We  find the following conclusions: SL significantly 
negatively impacts employee IB. As a mediator, employee 
psychological entitlement mediates the link between SL and employee 
IB. Moreover, the influence of SL on employee psychological 
entitlement is negatively moderated by moral identity. The lower the 
moral identity, the mightier the positive effect of SL on employee 
psychological entitlement. Lastly, the indirect effect of SL on employee 
IB via psychological entitlement is also affected by the negative 
moderating effect of moral identity. The lower the moral identity, the 
stronger the indirect effect, and vice versa.
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This study empirically analyzes the role of coaching leadership in enhancing

an organization’s creative performance, discussing and evaluating important

mediating paths of coaching leadership regarding creative performance. As a

result of an empirical analysis based on survey data collected from 332 employees

of Korean companies, this study first confirms that coaching leadership has a

positive effect on both employees’ creative performance. We also found that

psychological empowerment and constructive voice behavior positively mediated

the relationship between coaching leadership and creative performance. Finally,

the serial mediating effect of coaching leadership on creative performance was

tested through psychological empowerment and constructive voice behavior

and confirmed to have a positive effect. This study indicates the importance of

leadership as a critical variable that promotes employees’ creative performance. In

addition, by confirming the serial mediating role of psychological empowerment

and constructive voice behavior, this study improves understanding of key

mechanism in which coaching leadership leads to creative performance.

KEYWORDS

coaching leadership, creative performance, psychological empowerment, constructive
voice behavior, serial mediation analysis

1. Introduction

Today, organizations innovate to achieve sustained growth in response to rapid
technological changes (Tierney and Farmer, 2011; Wang et al., 2021). Organizational
innovation is important for ensuring that leaders and employees are aware of the flow of
the market environment, respond actively to change, and exercise the necessary creativity
(Amabile, 1988; Shalley, 1995; Shalley and Gilson, 2004). In other words, for a company to
maintain continuous innovation, creative performance through various ideas must drive its
success (Amabile, 1988; Shalley, 1995; Shalley and Gilson, 2004). Creative performance is the
result of solving various problems that arise while performing tasks with creativity (Zhou and
George, 2001; Choi et al., 2021). According to previous studies, the higher an individual’s
internal motivation, the higher their creativity, organizational trust (Titrek, 2016), which
promotes creative performance (Shalley and Gilson, 2004). The leader’s essential role is
to promote creative performance by creating a positive atmosphere in the organization
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and giving employees internal motivation (Titrek and Çelik, 2011;
Ye et al., 2020). In addition, to present directions of change and
induce employees to exercise creativity, a leader’s role assignment
and attention are needed (Abbas et al., 2022). From this point
of view, this study analyzes the role of coaching leadership as
an important factor in inducing creative performance. Coaching
leadership focuses on growing and supporting organizational
members (Whitmore, 2010) and refers to leaders’ actions that
maintain positive relationships with organizational members and
help them grow by drawing out their potential capabilities, unlike
traditional leadership by direction and control around vertical
hierarchies (Whitmore, 2010). Through coaching leadership,
leaders set organizational goals, present future directions, and
provide opportunities for competency development (Dahling et al.,
2016; Cui et al., 2022). In other words, coaching leadership
provides the resources needed to increase employees’ internal
motivation, objectively evaluates the work process, and enables
new ideas to be exercised through repeated feedback, leading to
achieving organizational goals (Zhou and Shalley, 2003). This can
lead to creative performance by employees voluntarily exerting
the creativity necessary to achieve their organizational goals.
Therefore, this study expects that coaching leadership is a factor
in promoting creative performance and accordingly conducts an
empirical analysis. On the other hand, psychological empowerment
may promote creative performance by delegating and supporting
employees to work with autonomy and confidence to achieve
organizational goals (Zhang and Bartol, 2010; Malik et al., 2021).
According to previous studies, coaching leadership promotes
work autonomy and efficacy by communicating organizational
goals and recognizing the meaning and importance of work
by employees (Zhang and Bartol, 2010; Malik et al., 2021).
Coaching leadership is expected to contribute to corporate
performance by demonstrating creativity, as leaders stimulate
employees’ passion, skills, and experience to achieve organizational
goals (Gilson and Shalley, 2004; Yang et al., 2019). Therefore,
this study analyzes how psychological empowerment mediates
the relationship between coaching leadership and employee
creative performance. In addition, employees are expected to
improve creative performance by engaging in constructive voice
behavior necessary for organizational innovation. According to
previous studies, communication between leaders and employees
promotes constructive voice behavior by relieving psychological
pressure in job performance and increasing safety (Rusbult et al.,
1988; Withey and Cooper, 1989), i.e., coaching leadership can
increase confidence in performing tasks by supporting employees
and providing them with the necessary opportunities for self-
development (Eccles, 1993). This behavior is expected to contribute
to creative performance by providing the constructive remarks
employees need to achieve their goals and create various ideas
(Edmondson et al., 2004). Therefore, this study analyzes whether
constructive voice behavior mediates the relationship between
coaching leadership and employees’ creative performance.

In addition, the relationship between creative performance
and coaching leadership is expected to be promoted through
psychological empowerment and constructive voice behavior,
identifying a double mediating effect. This study explores the
path through which coaching leadership promotes creative
performance. In other words, coaching leadership promotes the
constructive voice behavior necessary for innovative change by way

of the internal motivation gained through employees’ psychological
empowerment. Then, we analyze whether this constructive voice
behavior increases creative performance based on the dual
sequential mediating effect model.

2. Theoretical background and
research hypotheses

2.1. Coaching leadership and creative
performance

Coaching leadership is defined as the actions of leaders who
support employee competency development and manage job
performance to grow efficiently (Hamlin et al., 2009; Hagen and
Aguilar, 2012). Therefore, coaching leadership can be seen as a
leader’s behavior that improves the relationship between leaders
and employees by supporting employee growth and managing
job performance to achieve corporate goals. Specifically, coaching
leadership presents employees with four components: direction,
development, accountability, and relationship based on interviews
(Stowell, 1986). On the other hand, creative performance is defined
as the challenges employees need to achieve organizational goals
by presenting potential ideas and deriving innovative solutions
(Zhou and George, 2001; Choi et al., 2021). In other words, creative
performance means the results of solving problems with various
approaches and new ideas that maintain sustainable growth by
increasing the competitiveness of the organization. This study
infers based on the following logic that coaching leadership will
positively affect employees’ creative performance.

First, leaders and employees establish directions and goals for
company growth through the communication and diverse sense
making processes (Lussier and Achua, 2004; Schilling et al., 2022).
In this process, leader’s behavior is typically closely monitored
and interpreted by their follower (Schilling et al., 2022). Coaching
leadership can increase communication, improving employees’
understanding of the organization’s future direction and internal
motivation by recognizing their roles within the organization
(Shalley and Gilson, 2004). Through coaching leadership, internal
motivation increases, and the remaining employees can voluntarily
present ideas and actively work (Mulki et al., 2006). Therefore, in
promoting organizational innovation, coaching leadership can lead
to creative results by presenting more diverse ideas and applying
them to work (Zhou, 2003; Shalley and Gilson, 2004). Second,
coaching leadership provides not only material support but also
mental support (Baron and Morin, 2010; Yuan et al., 2019), offering
the resources needed to realize employees’ various ideas toward
promoting organizational change (Srivastava et al., 2006). Coaching
leadership can improve employees’ psychological expectation that
they will receive the resources needed to achieve their goals and
actively perform their tasks (Yuan et al., 2019). Therefore, coaching
leadership promotes creative performance by allowing employees
to present various ideas through material and mental support.

Third, coaching leadership involves evaluating employees’
work processes and providing appropriate feedback. Through this
process, employees can effectively perform by recognizing and
supplementing errors in the work process (Raza et al., 2017).
In addition, as the feedback process is repeated, satisfaction
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with the organization increases by recognizing the leader as part
of a cooperative relationship (Mulki et al., 2006). This process
generates the various ideas necessary to achieve organizational
goals by increasing positive emotions regarding the relationship
between leaders and employees (Fredrickson, 2001; Choi et al.,
2015). Therefore, employees can present the necessary ideas after
receiving feedback on problems that arise in the process of
organizational change, leading to creative performance. As such,
coaching leadership can generate creative results by increasing
employees’ understanding of organizational goals through active
communication and by providing various ideas and problem-
solving methods alongside necessary resources and feedback
(Lussier and Achua, 2004). Therefore, the following hypothesis was
established.

Hypothesis 1 (H1).Coaching leadership will have a positive (+)
effect on creative performance.

2.2. Psychological empowerment as a
mediator

Psychological empowerment refers to the psychological state
of having influence in the organization by leaders stimulating
employees’ skills and experiences (Eccles, 1993) and employees
recognizing the meaning of the assigned tasks (Thomas
and Velthouse, 1990; Corsun and Enz, 1999). In this study,
psychological empowerment is expected to play a mediating role
in the relationship between coaching leadership and employees’
creative performance. In other words, it is inferred that employees
will have a positive effect on psychological empowerment and,
as a result, a positive effect on creative performance through
coaching leadership. First, according to previous studies, coaching
leadership involves presenting a company’s future vision and
providing a guide for employees to understand the meaning
of performance tasks (Stowell, 1986). This strengthens internal
motivation by instilling an awareness that the work assigned in
the innovation process is important (Amabile, 1988). Coaching
leadership contributes to creative performance by recognizing
the authority and role granted to employees to achieve corporate
goals and promoting the psychological internal motivation to
engage in tasks (Spreitzer, 1995), i.e., by actively presenting
the various ideas needed to solve problems (Redmond et al.,
1993).

Second, coaching leadership provides employees with
opportunities for systematic competency development to enhance
their competitiveness (Dahling et al., 2016; Cui et al., 2022). This
effectively increases confidence by developing the competence
employees need for their work (Eden, 1992; Kovjanic et al.,
2013; Chen et al., 2014). Therefore, as employees increase their
capabilities and strengthen confidence in their assigned tasks, they
will actively present various ideas and creative problem-solving
methods to contribute to creative outcomes (Bandura, 1977;
Edmondson et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2021). Third, coaching
leadership involves creating an organizational culture based
on interpersonal skills to form a positive relationship with the
organization (Gilley et al., 2010; Cui et al., 2022). The more
positive the organization’s atmosphere, the higher the employees’

cooperative feelings (Cui et al., 2022). As a result of these
strengthened cooperative feelings, employees will contribute to
creative performance by presenting various ideas necessary for the
organizational change process (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Wang
et al., 2022). In this way, coaching leadership increases employees’
voluntary internal motivation by improving their understanding of
the company’s future vision and supporting capacity development
(Dahling et al., 2016; Cui et al., 2022), therefore helping them
actively demonstrate creativity during organizational change.
Therefore, in this study, the following hypothesis is established.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Psychological empowerment positively
mediates the relationship between coaching leadership and
creative performance.

2.3. Constructive voice behavior as a
mediator

Constructive voice behavior refers to employees’ voluntary
expression of positive opinions needed for organizational
innovation (Organ and Ryan, 1995; Morrison, 2011), which
means that they actively communicate individual beliefs needed
for organizational change as a result of the positive relationship
created between leaders and employees. In this study, constructive
voice behavior is expected to mediate the relationship between
coaching leadership and creative performance. In other words, it
is inferred that coaching leadership will have a positive effect on
employees’ constructive voice behavior, and as a result, it will also
have a positive effect on creative performance.

First, coaching leadership provides mental support for
employees to be confident even if they face unexpected work
failures or risks (Baron and Morin, 2010; Yuan et al., 2019).
Coaching leadership allows employees to actively express their
beliefs by increasing employees’ psychological safety even if
they face unexpected confrontations while proceeding with
organizational change (Srivastava et al., 2006). Therefore, to lead
organizational change successfully and constructively, various
opinions must be sufficiently expressed. These active employee
voice behaviors contribute to organizational performance by
creating new ideas and problem-solving methods (Edmondson
et al., 2004). Second, according to previous studies, coaching
leadership helps to form a culture of free communication
between leaders and employees (Fredrickson, 2001; Choi et al.,
2015), improving understanding of others’ opinions through
communication, relieving psychological pressure, and increasing
safety (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). It also leads to
active publishing behavior by providing the necessary speaking
opportunities for the organizational change process (Avey et al.,
2012; Zhou and Long, 2012). Therefore, a healthy organizational
communication culture formed by coaching leadership that
promotes employees’ opportunities to speak can lead to creative
performance by creating various ideas necessary for organizational
change (Edmondson et al., 2004).

Third, coaching leadership includes providing effective and
psychological comfort in building positive relationships with
employees by offering feedback and promoting interaction with
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them (Owens et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2021). In addition,
the interaction between leaders and employees promotes the
constructive voice behavior needed to achieve organizational goals
while raising trust (Fredrickson, 2001; Choi et al., 2015). Therefore,
coaching leadership contributes to creative performance by actively
promoting new ideas, encouraging interaction with leaders for
enhanced psychological comfort, and fostering the constructive
voices necessary for organizational change (Edmondson et al.,
2004). In this way, coaching leadership builds positive relationships
through interactions between leaders and employees (Owens et al.,
2015; Yang et al., 2021), and these relationships contribute to
creative performance by leading employees to voluntarily engage in
the constructive voice behavior necessary to achieve organizational
goals (Edmondson et al., 2004). Therefore, for this study, the
following hypothesis is established.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Constructive voice behavior
positively mediates between coaching leadership and
creative performance.

2.4. Integrated model: A serial mediating
effect

In considering the mediating effects proposed in this study,
the sequential double mediating effects can be estimated. In other
words, it can be inferred that psychological empowerment and
constructive voice behavior will double mediate the relationship
between coaching leadership and creative performance. First,
coaching leadership stimulates internal motivation by presenting
guides to increase understanding of the organization’s future
vision and the meaning of tasks, therefore allowing employees
to recognize the importance of tasks assigned to them (Zhou
and George, 2001; Choi et al., 2021). This interaction increases
employees’ psychological empowerment and leads to constructive
voice behavior without adding or subtracting the individual’s
conviction needed for organizational change (Cropanzano
and Mitchell, 2005). Employees’ constructive statements to
enhance organizational performance can be seen as promoting
creative performance by creating new solutions (Zhou and
George, 2001; Choi et al., 2021). Second, coaching leadership
helps employees develop job skills and stimulates personal
growth by forming a positive relationship between leaders
and employees (Stowell, 1986). These actions encourage close
relationships with leaders, and employees enhance their sense
of authority and ownership psychologically, which results
in increased constructive voice behavior where employees
express various opinions regarding organizational development
(Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Wang et al., 2022). As such,
constructive voice behavior for the purpose of organizational
change contributes to creative performance by providing various
ideas about existing work methods and processes, complementing
deficiencies, and deriving new alternatives (Edmondson et al.,
2004).

In this way, coaching leadership promotes constructive voice
behavior, where employees express the individual beliefs necessary
for organizational change and development without hesitation,
by increasing psychological empowerment through interaction

between leaders and employees (Owens et al., 2015; Yang et al.,
2021). Employees’ constructive voices lead to improved creative
performance as they develop creative solutions (Edmondson
et al., 2004). Therefore, in this study, the following hypothesis is
established.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Psychological empowerment and
constructive voice behavior double mediate coaching
leadership and creative performance.

The hypothesized research model is presented in Figure 1.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample and procedure

Data collection for this study was conducted through an
online and offline questionnaire in Korean manufacturing firms
for the month of February 2022. The respondent’s main tasks
were managerial, clerical, production, sales and customer service.
We visited each company, explained the intent of the survey
to the department managers, and received their permission. Of
these 340 questionnaires, 19 questionnaires were considered invalid
due to omitted or incorrect answers. Eventually, 321 responses
were used for data analysis. The demographic characteristics of
the respondents are as follows. Among the 321 respondents of
this study, 160 (49.8%) were male, and 161 (50.2%) were female.
The average age of the respondents was 45.1 years (SD = 10.06),
with 6.9% of them averaging between 20 and 29 years, 26.8%
averaging between 30 and 39 years, 29.3% averaging between 40
and 49 years, 30.5% averaging between 50 and 59 years, and 6.5%
averaging over 51 years old. Regarding education background,
17.8% had completed high school, 14.3% had college diplomas,
55.5% held bachelor’s degrees, 9.0% had master’s degrees, and
1.6% held doctorates. The average organizational tenure was
11.02 years (SD = 8.14).

3.2. Measures

The original questionnaire was in English, then it was translated
into Korean using the Brislin (1980) back-translation procedure.
A professional translator translated the original version into
Korean, then a bilingual scholar (who neither was aware of the
study’s purpose nor had seen the original survey) back-translated
it into English. As commonly used in previous studies (e.g., Ko
and Yu, 2017; Chegini et al., 2020 for coaching leadership; Zhang
and Bartol, 2010 for psychological empowerment; Yang et al., 2019;
Avey et al., 2012 for constructive behavior; Ahmad et al., 2019 for
creative performance; Shin et al., 2019), all instruments used in this
study were aggregated into one dimension and used for empirical
analysis.

First, we used Stowell’s (1986) 13-item scale to measure
coaching leadership. Respondents rated items on five-point Likert
scales that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Sample items are: “My supervisor actively helps me set specific
work goals for myself,” and “My supervisor gives me a clear
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FIGURE 1

Hypothesized research model. N = 321. ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed test).

direction for my work.” The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.946. Next,
we used Spreitzer’s (1995) 12-item scale to measure psychological
empowerment. Respondents rated items on five-point Likert scales
that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample
items are: “The work I am doing is very important to me,” and
“Activities related to my job are personally meaningful to me.”
The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.901. Then, we used Van Dyne and
LePine (1998) 12-item scale to measure constructive voice behavior.
Respondents rated items on five-point Likert scales that ranged
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items are: “I
can make constructive suggestions to my supervisor on issues that
affect the organization,” and “I encourage my colleagues to take a
joint interest in improving problems that affect the organization.”
The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.901. Lastly, we used Oldham and
Cummings’s (1996) and Morrison and Phelps’s (1999) six-item
scale to measure creative performance. Respondents rated items
on five-point Likert scales that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items are: “I come up with creative
ideas when I do my work,” and “I am always on the lookout for new
technology, process or product ideas.” The Cronbach’s alpha was
0.845.

4. Results

4.1. Correlation and reliability analysis

A correlation analysis was conducted by using SPSS 21.0
to investigate the relationships among the measured variables.
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables
are reported in Table 1. Coaching leadership was significantly
related to creative performance (r = 0.415, p < 0.01), psychological
empowerment (r = 0.328, p < 0.01), and constructive voice
behavior (r = 0.487, p < 0.01).

4.2. Common method bias and
confirmatory factor analysis

To assess common method variance, we followed the
recommendation by Podsakoff et al. (2003) and conducted

Harman’s single-factor test by loading all the items of the
study constructs into an exploratory factor analysis. The results
indicate that no single factor explains more than 38.61% of
the covariance among the variables. We also conducted a
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on the measures of the key
variables by using AMOS 20.0 to verify their factor structure and
construct validity. We modeled four factors: coaching leadership,
psychological empowerment, constructive voice behavior, and
creative performance. The results are shown in Table 2. This
theoretical four-factor model provided a reasonable fit to the data
(χ2 = 1,134.511), degree of freedom (df) = 616, Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) = 0.923, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.917, Root
Mean Square Residual (RMR) = 0.046, Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA = 0.051). Additionally, a series of Chi-
square difference tests revealed that the four-factor model fits
the data significantly better than several alternative measurement
models (Table 2). The results verify the theoretical four-factor
model, thus supporting discriminant validity among the measures.

The index for the overall confirmatory factor analysis is
presented in Table 2. The results of the confirmatory factor
analysis were χ2 (df) = 1,134.511(616), Incremental Fit Index
(IFI) = 0.924, TLI = 0.917, CFI = 0.923, Goodness-of-Fit Index
(GFI) = 0.832, RMR = 0.046, RMSEA = 0.051, and Normed Fit
Index (NFI) = 0.847. As shown in Table 2, although GFI and NFI
are not in the best model indicator, χ2 (df), IFI, TLI, CFI, and
RMSEA are included in the best model indicator, and the values
of RMR are at acceptable levels (Hair et al., 2010). Therefore, the
results of confirmatory factor analysis are acceptable. In addition,
the average variance extracted (AVE), the variance size that explains
the concept of the measurement variables, is greater than 0.5, the
reference value. The construct reliability value exceeded 0.7, thus
supporting the convergent validity and reliability of the constructs
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

4.3. Hypothesis testing

We used the hierarchical regression analysis by using
SPSS 21.0 to test the hypothesized relationships (Wiklund
and Shepherd, 2005; Hoch et al., 2010). The results of the
hierarchical regression analysis are shown in Table 3. H1
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations.

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

1. Gender (0 = M;1 = F)a 1.502 0.501

2. Age 45.137 10.064 −0.015

3. Educationb 4.396 1.302 −0.090 −0.078

4. Tenurec 11.019 8.141 −0.145** 0.474** 0.153**

5. Position 2.461 1.227 −0.291** 0.289** 0.318** 0.500**

6. Coaching leadership 3.234 0.773 −0.022 −0.024 −0.017 0.027 0.023 (0.946)

7. Psychological empowerment 3.559 0.587 −0.040 0.130* 0.065 0.190** 0.188** 0.328** (0.901)

8. Constructive voice behavior 3.437 0.593 −0.013 0.062 0.007 0.106 0.141* 0.487** 0.657** (0.826)

9. Creative performance 3.308 0.612 −0.110* 0.109 0.086 0.135* 0.219** 0.415** 0.628** 0.765** (0.845)

N = 321; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; Reliability alpha (α) coefficients are reported in diagonal.
aM = male; F = female.
bEducation = years of formal education.
cTenure = number of years.

TABLE 2 A confirmatory factor analysis for comparison of measurement models.

Model χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMR RMSEA 1χ2 (df)

Theoretical 4-factor model 1,134.511 (616) 0.923 0.917 0.046 0.051

3-factor modela 1,352.867 (619) 0.901 0.883 0.053 0.061 218.356 (3)***

2-factor modelb 2,155.726 (621) 0.773 0.756 0.106 0.088 802.859 (2)***

1-factor modelc 2,876.673 (622) 0.666 0.642 0.103 0.106 720.947 (1)***

n = 321. ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed test).
aThree-factor model with psychological empowerment and constructive voice behavior on the same factor.
bTwo-factor model with coaching leadership and psychological empowerment, constructive voice behavior, and creative performance on the same factor.
cOne-factor model with coaching leadership, psychological empowerment, constructive voice behavior, and creative performance on the same factor.
χ2 , chi-square; df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative Fit Index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index; RMR, root mean square residual; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation.

proposed that coaching leadership is positively related to
creative performance. After controlling for gender, age, education,
organization tenure, and interaction frequency, Table 3 shows the
positive relationship between coaching leadership and creativity
performance (β = 0.413, p < 0.001; Model 2), therefore
supporting H1. H2 posited that psychological empowerment
would mediate the relationship between coaching leadership and
creative performance such that coaching leadership would enhance
psychological empowerment and psychological empowerment
would lead to better creative performance. In bootstrapping
to test the mediating effect of coaching leadership on creative
performance through psychological empowerment, the observed
coefficient effect was 0.0568, and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap
confidence interval (CI) did not include 0 (0.0252, 0.0987)
(see Table 4). Thus, we consider H2 supported. H3 posited
that constructive voice behavior would mediate the relationship
between coaching leadership and creative performance such that
coaching leadership would enhance constructive voice behavior
and constructive voice behavior would lead to better creative
performance. In bootstrapping to test the mediating effect of
coaching leadership on creative performance through constructive
voice behavior, the observed coefficient effect was 0.1432, and
the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval (CI) did not
include 0 (0.0919, 0.1994). Thus, we consider H3 supported. H4
predicted that psychological empowerment and constructive voice
behavior would serially mediate the relationship between coaching
leadership and creative performance such that coaching leadership

would enhance psychological empowerment, which would in
turn increase constructive voice behavior, and then increased
constructive voice behavior would enhance creative performance.
Indirect testing with bootstrapping produced a coefficient of
0.0860, and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap CI also excluded zero
(0.0494, 0.1308). These results indicate that H4 is supported.

5. Conclusion and implications

To accommodate rapid environmental changes and maintain
a stable business, it is important to find new ideas and problem-
solving methods for producing creative results (Gilson and Shalley,
2004; Shalley et al., 2009). However, despite this need, research
on the coaching leadership as a factor in increasing creative
performance is still insufficient (Kim et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2017;
Peng et al., 2019). Therefore, this study analyzes leadership’s effect
on employees’ creative performance as well as the mediating role
and a serial mediating effect of psychological empowerment and
constructive voice behavior in these relationships.

5.1. Theoretical implications

This study’s results provide the following theoretical
implications. First, many studies have examined the effectiveness of
leadership as a prerequisite for organizational creative performance
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TABLE 3 Results from hierarchical linear regression analysis with creative performance and coaching leadership.

Variables Creative performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Gender −0.055 −0.050 −0.059 −0.077*

Age 0.057 0.080 0.046 0.064

Education 0.030 0.045 0.031 0.063

Tenure 0.009 −0.009 −0.058 −0.029

Position 0.172* 0.162** 0.102 0.069

Coaching Leadership 0.413*** 0.241*** 0.064

Psychological Empowerment 0.530***

Constructive Voice Behavior 0.722***

R2 0.054 0.224 0.461 0.611

1R2 0.170 0.238 0.149

n = 321. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed test). Standardized regression coefficients reported.

TABLE 4 Bootstrapped indirect effects.

Indirect effects Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

CL→ EM→ CP 0.0568 0.0188 0.0252 0.0987

CL→ CVB→ CP 0.1432 0.0277 0.0919 0.1994

CL→ EM→ CVB→ CP 0.0860 0.0206 0.0494 0.1308

CL, coaching leadership; EM, psychological empowerment; CVB, constructive voice behavior; CP, creative performance.

(Shalley et al., 2009). However, research linking coaching leadership
to creative performance is still insufficient. This study confirms
the important role of coaching leadership in promoting creative
performance. Coaching leadership is a leader’s behavior that
contributes to creative performance by supporting employee
growth and job competency (Stowell, 1986; Baron and Morin,
2010; Yuan et al., 2019). This study expands research on leadership
and creativity by revealing that coaching leadership is an
important determinant of creative activities and performance,
and it helps employees accurately recognize changes in the
organizational environment and supports necessary competency
development.

Second, this study analyzes both psychological and behavioral
situations to explain the process by which coaching leadership
promotes creative performance. Psychological empowerment was
selected as a parameter representing a psychological situation, and
as a result, it was confirmed as an effective parameter affecting
creative performance by increasing employees’ psychological
empowerment through linkage action (Hagen and Aguilar, 2012).
In addition, constructive voice behavior was selected as a
parameter representing behavioral situations, and as a result,
employees’ voice behavior had a positive effect on creative
performance (Organ and Ryan, 1995; Morrison, 2011). This
study provides insights to understand coaching leadership by
analyzing its mediating effect on creative performance through
employees’ psychological and behavioral situations. Third, to
explain how coaching leadership promotes creative performance,
this study analyzes the sequential double mediating effect
through psychological empowerment and constructive voice
behavior. In previous studies, the relationship between leadership
and innovation performance has been analyzed for direct

or primary indirect effects. However, this study provides a
different analysis model by analyzing the double mediating
effect of coaching leadership on creative performance through
psychological and behavioral situations. Therefore, it provides
insights into understanding the path from coaching leadership to
creative performance.

5.2. Practical implications

This study has the following practical implications based
on its empirical results. First, as a result of this study’s
empirical analysis, it was found that coaching leadership positively
contributes to creative performance. This effect contributes to
the increase in creative performance through close supervisory
load interactions, with coaching leadership providing material
and psychological support to employees (Stowell, 1986; Redmond
et al., 1993; Baron and Morin, 2010; Yuan et al., 2019).
Therefore, an organization must be aware of the positive effects
of leadership and establish systematic selection, and education
and training programs to develop and strengthen managers’
coaching leadership capabilities. More specifically, we suggest
that organization establish effective selection system based on
coaching instruments to recruit managers who already possess
coaching capability externally and promote employees who are
potential coaches internally (Cui et al., 2022; Wang et al.,
2022). In addition, organizations also could provide or support
formal training and education program to help managers become
effective coaches. For instance, organizations could use external
professional coaching institutes to help managers become certified
coaches (Cui et al., 2022). In general, we also found that
leaders are required to prepare proper leadership styles and
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strategies for developing management skills to increase the
efficiency of their organizations (Fenitra et al., 2022). Second,
organization should facilitate the coaching organizational culture,
motivating the leader to have various kinds of coaching behavior
(Wang et al., 2022). For instance, organization could support
managers’ coaching related behavior such as guidance, facilitation
and inspiration of coaching activities which further enhance
the employee’s sense of belonging to the organization and of
psychological safety so that employees can continue their creative
work.

Third, this study confirms that psychological empowerment
and constructive voice behavior had an important mediating
effect on connecting and promoting creative outcomes not
only individually but also together. Therefore, to improve an
organization’s creative performance, leaders need to develop
coaching leadership, as well as establish an open organizational
culture that guarantees free communication and support
systems at various organizational levels to strengthen employees’
psychological empowerment and constructive voice behavior.

Finally, the sample of this study found that the average
age and tenure of employees were relatively higher. It implies
that organizations that would like to increase their creative
performance might benefit from employees who are old and more
long tenured. This is because they might benefit from providing
incentives and support for performing their job creatively (Kim
et al., 2015). Such organizations might also encourage these
employees to develop high-quality relationship and cooperation
with their leaders, which may make them feel more empowered,
produce more taking charge behavior, and result in better creative
performance (Marinova et al., 2010). This result suggests that it
may be more effective to encourage longer tenured employees
instead of shorter tenured employees to engage in creative
behavior. Perhaps, longer tenured employees will exhibit greater
performance benefits when engaging in performing creative tasks.
In addition, older and long tenured employees may be less
threatened by a failure in the course of performing their job
creatively, and they also can take better position to utilize
required organizational resources for creative performance. In
this vein, the present study demonstrates that employees with
relatively old age and longer organizational tenure may be
better able to translate the benefits of coaching leadership and
psychological empowerment into creative performance. Therefore,
we suggest that organization may consider carefully the positive
role of old and long tenured employees for enhancing creative
performance.

5.3. Limitations and directions for future
research

Despite the useful implications, this study also has the following
limitations, so it is expected to be reflected in future studies.
First, this study collected data utilizing a self-report questionnaire
method, so there may be a problem of convenience in the
same method (Spector, 2006). Therefore, in future studies, it
is necessary to increase the reliability of the research results
by diversifying the response time and the response sources.
Second, this study employed a cross-sectional research method

by collecting data through a questionnaire at a specific point
in time. However, because the results may vary depending on
the employee’s psychological state and environmental factors, it
is expected that future research based on longitudinal data will
help increase the reliability of the results and reveal the causal
relationship. Third, this study used an analysis model at the
individual level to analyze the relationship between coaching
leadership and creative performance, but it did not consider
all variables at the team and organizational levels. However,
employees’ creative activities and performances are influenced
by variables such as team atmosphere, innovative organizational
culture, and team cohesion. Therefore, in future studies, more
useful implications can be derived if a multiple-level analysis
includes influencing variables at the team or organization level.
Finally, although the data used in this study came from multiple
job areas of Korean manufacturing industry, this study was
conducted on samples drawn exclusively from South Korean
workers in manufacturing industry. Therefore, future research
should extend to other industry and other emerging and developed
countries for useful implications and generalizability of research
results.
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Know and use your personal 
strengths! A Spanish validation of 
the strengths knowledge and use 
scales and their relationship with 
meaningful work and 
work-related well-being
Josefina Peláez Zuberbühler *, Cristián Coo Calcagni  and 
Marisa Salanova 

WANT Research Team, Universitat Jaume I, Castelló de La Plana, Spain

Introduction: Research in the field of work and organizational psychology increasingly 
highlights the role of meaningful work as a protector of well-being at work. This 
study tests the role of strengths knowledge and use as new pathways through which 
meaningful work may have a positive effect on work engagement and mental health.

Methods: Study 1 and Study 2 report the validation of the Spanish Strengths Use 
and Knowledge Scales respectively, with samples of N = 617 (Study 1) and N = 
365 (Study 2) employees. Study 3 tests the mediating effects of strengths use and 
knowledge in a model with different work-related constructs in another sample 
of N = 798 employees.

Results: Findings from Studies 1 and 2 indicate that the instruments offer 
adequate evidence of reliability and validity. Results from Study 3 revealed that 
strengths knowledge is a mediator in the relationship between meaningful work 
and strengths use. Findings also confirmed the mediating roles of strengths use in 
the relationship between meaningful work and work engagement, and between 
meaningful work and mental health.

Discussion: This study highlights the ability to be aware of and apply signature 
strengths as effective and novel pathways to foster well-being at work through 
the cultivation of meaningful work.

KEYWORDS

personal strengths, meaningful work, work engagement, mental health, well-being, 
scale validation

1. Introduction

Positive psychology is defined as the scientific study of the optimal functioning of individuals 
and organizations (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Its aim is to increase positive 
emotions, attitudes, and behaviors, rather than minimizing negative outcomes such as 
weaknesses and pathologies. This renewed emphasis, focusing on the positive aspects of human 
experience, has led to an increase in the research into the concept of strengths, whether defined 
as character strengths (Niemiec, 2020) or more general applications of this construct in different 
settings (i.e., work and life; Heintz and Ruch, 2020; Huber et al., 2020).

Indeed, the strengths approach is one of the main pillars of positive psychology, playing a 
crucial role in human functioning and flourishing (Peterson and Park, 2009). According to this 
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approach, everyone naturally possesses a series of signature strengths, 
and the personal investment in the identification, use and development 
of these strengths can foster positive outcomes such as well-being, 
work engagement and optimal functioning (Dubreuil et al., 2016; 
Huber et al., 2020). This investment is particularly important in times 
of convulsions and changes, where uncertainty is an important life 
stressor, as has been the case for the COVID-19 pandemic during the 
last couple of years. The worldwide spread of this pandemic outbreak 
triggered drastic changes with consequent health and economic crises. 
As a result, the social and work environments are changing rapidly, 
affecting workers’ physical and mental health (Brooks et al., 2020). 
Thus, now more than ever it is necessary to explore new paths toward 
the cultivation of mental health and well-being at work.

Previous research shows that workers who experience their jobs as 
meaningful report higher levels of well-being (Steger, 2019). 
Considering this issue, and based on the Job Demand-Resources model 
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2017), it is crucial to explore new pathways to 
cultivate meaning and well-being at work. Based on a stepwise 
approach toward achieving this goal, the aim of this study is twofold. 
First, we intend to validate and adapt strengths knowledge and use 
scales (Govindji and Linley, 2007) to the Spanish and Latin American 
context. Second, we seek to explore the mediating roles of strengths 
knowledge and strengths use in the relationship between meaningful 
work and well-being (i.e., work engagement and mental health).

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Strengths knowledge and use

Based on the previous literature, a strength can be defined as a 
natural capacity for behaving, thinking, and feeling that is authentic 
and energizing for the individual, and enables optimal functioning 
and development (Govindji and Linley, 2007). In the early years of 
positive psychology, Seligman (2004) defined character strengths as 
morally valued traits whose use contributes to fulfilment and 
happiness. The author and his colleagues proposed a taxonomy of 
strengths, known as the Values in Action-Inventory of Strengths (VIA-
IS; see Peterson and Seligman, 2004, for a review), with the aim of 
providing the field with a common vocabulary and a direction for 
research and application for the enhancement of human potential. The 
VIA-IS consist of 24 different strengths, such as creativity, leadership, 
or humor, classified under six broad virtues (i.e., wisdom, courage, 
love, justice, temperance, and spirituality). Research has shown that 
these 24-character strengths are indeed universal, given the fact they 
are remarkably consistent in their endorsement across cultures 
(McGrath, 2015; Niemiec, 2019). Researchers have previously linked 

strengths to a sense of self, identity, and authenticity that usually leads 
to a strong intrinsic motivation to put them into practice 
(Harzer, 2020).

Previous studies used ‘strengths knowledge’ and ‘strengths use’ as 
possible active ingredients of the character strength approach (Duan 
et  al., 2019). Strengths knowledge refers to the awareness and 
recognition of one’s strengths, whereas the use of a given character 
strength refers to the extent to which specific circumstances allow an 
individual to apply strengths in a variety of settings (Harzer and Ruch, 
2013). In the words of Linley and Harrington (2006), p. 41 ‘strengths 
are natural, they come from within, and we are urged to use them, 
develop them, and play to them by an inner energizing desire’. These 
authors stated that the use of signature strengths leads individuals to 
feel good about themselves, enhancing their ability to do what they 
naturally do best, and work toward fulfilling their potential.

Character strengths knowledge and use are beneficial, because 
they are connected to multiple positive effects on health and well-
being. There is a growing body of research, related to the relationship 
between character strengths and various situational, personal, and 
contextual variables (Proctor et  al., 2011). Although research on 
strengths knowledge and use is still in its childhood, the number of 
studies examining its association with related outcomes in different 
settings (i.e., life, education, and work) is increasing (Niemiec, 2018; 
Duan et al., 2019). From a general ‘life’ perspective, the identification 
and use of character strengths can lead, among others, to higher levels 
of psychological well-being (Niemiec, 2019), life satisfaction (Douglass 
and Duffy, 2015), and mental health (Duan, 2016). The strengths-
based approach is also emerging in the organizational context. In a 
previous study with a heterogeneous sample of employees, Bakker and 
van Woerkom (2018) found that strengths use on a weekly basis led 
to work engagement. Moreover, emphasizing personal strengths in the 
workplace helps employees to achieve their goals more effectively and 
perform better (Dubreuil et al., 2014).

Given the growing amount of research on strengths in different 
settings, their identification and application are becoming potentially 
important tools in personal and organizational development, and 
these tools are increasingly attractive for practitioners (Ruch et al., 
2020). More and more professionals (i.e., therapists, coaches, and 
consultants) are using strengths-based interventions (i.e., 
identification, use and development of character strengths) with their 
customers (Schutte and Malouff, 2019) because they have found this 
type of intervention to be significantly associated with increments in 
well-being (Dubreuil et  al., 2016), work engagement and job 
performance (Peláez et al., 2020; Peláez Zuberbühler et al., 2020), as 
well as with a decline in negative emotional symptoms (Duan 
et al., 2019).

Previous studies on strengths measurement validation have 
focused on assessing the degree in which people possess different 
strengths, such as the VIA-IS (Ruch and Proyer, 2015). There is a 
growing body of research, dedicated to the examination of such 
classification systems for character strengths. However, there remains 
a limited amount of research, examining generic strengths use (Bakker 
and van Woerkom, 2018). While possessing higher levels of a 
particular strength, in comparison with other individuals, may lead to 
well-being, recent evidence indicates that is the largest benefits come 
from creating knowledge and applying strengths (Huber et al., 2020). 
In the last decade, different instruments have been developed to 
measure the application of strengths. One example is the ‘Applicability 

Abbreviations: VIA-IS, Values in Action-Inventory of Strengths; SKS, Strengths 

Knowledge Scale; SUS, Strengths Use Scale; JD-R, Job Demands-Resources; 

PCQ, Psychological Capital Questionnaire; UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale; HERO, HEalthy and Resilient Organizations; GDPR, General Data Protection 

Regulation; EFA, Exploratory Factor Analysis; CFA, Confirmatory Factor Analysis; 

χ2, chi–square; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation; SRMR, Standardized Root Mean Residual; M, Model; GHQ, General 

Health Questionnaire; KMO, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin; IFI, Incremental Fit Index; AIC, 

Akaike Information Criterion.
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of Character Strengths Rating Scales’, which aims to measure the 
extent to which each of the 24-character strengths of the VIA-IS is 
applicable in work and private life (Harzer and Ruch, 2013; Huber 
et al., 2020).

Taking into consideration the void in the study of strengths 
knowledge and use, Govindji and Linley (2007) developed the 
‘Strengths Knowledge Scale’ (SKS) and the ‘Strengths Use Scale’ (SUS) 
for a more generic assessment of the knowledge and use of all 
individual kinds of strengths in a general adult population, providing 
a preliminary empirical basis for their validation. The original English 
version of the SUS (Govindji and Linley, 2007) has already been 
translated into different languages, such as Hebrew (Littman-Ovadia 
et al., 2017) and German (Huber et al., 2017), in both cases exhibiting 
good validity and reliability. Additionally, work-adapted SUS versions 
have been developed in English (Kong and Ho, 2016) and French 
(Dubreuil et al., 2014), and a strengths-based climate scale, partially 
built upon the SKS and the SUS (Govindji and Linley, 2007), was 
developed and validated in the Dutch and Belgian contexts (van 
Woerkom and Meyers, 2015).

Despite the increasing research interest in the development and 
examination of strengths knowledge and use, to date, no rigorous 
psychometric evaluation has been carried out in Spanish-speaking 
countries. Moreover, the availability of these scales in contexts of 
crisis and uncertainty, such as those generated by the COVID-19 
pandemic, is more important than ever if we  seek to effectively 
mitigate some of the negative effects the pandemic has brought upon 
society. Therefore, the first aim of the present study is to fill this void 
by examining the psychometric properties, including factorial 
validity, reliability, and cultural invariance, of the SUS and the SKS in 
two different studies (Study 1 and Study 2 respectively) with samples 
of Spanish and Latin American workers. To examine reliability, both 
studies further explore the relationships between strengths knowledge 
and strengths use, and several measures of well-being, (e.g., 
psychological capital, mental health, happiness). With these two 
studies we aim to contribute to literature by exploring the application 
of individual strengths in new cultural Spanish-speaking contexts 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, while recent studies in 
other cultural contexts only validated the SUS, we go one step further 
and consider both SKS and SUS. Previously, researchers sustained 
that a necessary precondition for applying character strengths is to 
gain awareness of one’s strengths and to know when one is at his/her 
best (Duan et al., 2019). Therefore, to address and apply strengths in 
different settings, it is important to assess both strengths knowledge 
and strengths use, as well as the relationship between both. From a 
practical perspective, we aim to contribute to the strengths-based 
approach with two validated measures to effectively assess these 
constructs and develop effective and quality strengths-based 
interventions within the organizational context in the Spanish-
speaking population.

2.2. Meaningful work, mental health, and 
work engagement

The WHO (2018) has determined that mental health is more than 
just the mere absence of mental disorders or disabilities, and refers to 
a ‘a state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her own 
abilities, can cope with normal stresses of life, can work productively 

and fruitfully, and is able to contribute to his or her community’. In the 
organizational field, a negative and stressful working environment 
may lead to mental health disorders, such as psychological distress, 
anxiety, and depression, which are the main contributing factors to 
loss of productivity and absence due to illness (Leka and Nicholson, 
2019). On the other hand, workplaces that promote positive mental 
health and well-being are more likely to reduce absenteeism, increase 
productivity, and benefit from associated financial gains (Ruhle et al., 
2020). Another paramount positive variable related to well-being and 
of great significance for both employees and organizations, is work 
engagement. This positive state of mind is characterized by three 
dimensions: (1) vigor: which refers to high levels of energy and mental 
resilience, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, and persistence 
in facing difficulties; (2) dedication: which refers to strong 
involvement, that is, psychological identification with one’s work, and 
characterized by a sense of significance, enthusiasm, pride, inspiration, 
and challenges; and (3) absorption: which refers to a state of complete 
concentration and being engrossed in one’s activities (Schaufeli 
et al., 2002).

The crisis, caused by the Covid-19 coronavirus pandemic, is 
affecting all working environments worldwide. The current health, 
social, and economic changes have required employees to exert more 
effort, apply different skills, and work under greater physical and 
mental pressure. As a result, higher levels of exhaustion, anxiety, 
absenteeism, and lower levels of productivity have been reported in 
most work settings (Brooks et al., 2020). Thus, now more than ever, it 
is necessary to explore new paths to cultivate mental health and well-
being at work. Previous research has emphasized the important role 
of meaningful work as an important protector of well-being at work, 
especially in times of crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic, in which 
the face of business and work life has been altered completely (Correia 
and Almeida, 2020).

Steger (2019), p.  218 defined meaningful work as ‘work that 
people gladly, gratefully, and energetically give their best self and effort 
to’. The author and his colleagues refer to meaningful work not simply 
as the meaning that people attribute to work, but as work that is 
significant and positive in valence (meaningfulness), that fosters 
personal growth, and contributes to one’s overall life purpose and to a 
greater good beyond oneself (Steger et al., 2012). Employees who 
consider their work meaningful express a higher level of meaning in 
everything, from career to personal life, and a greater contribution to 
the world around them (Steger, 2019). They tend to experience work 
as meaningful when they feel that their work is notable and supportive 
of the organization’s goals and achievements. This makes meaningful 
work a vital job resource and characteristic that can predict important 
employee outcomes (Ahmed and Ismail, 2020). Employees who sense 
their work is meaningful report greater well-being (Lepisto and Pratt, 
2017), view their work as more central and important (Steger et al., 
2012), and report higher levels of job satisfaction (Allan et al., 2019). 
Previous research has also demonstrated the predictive value of 
meaningful work in employee engagement. In this respect, the set of 
attitudes that constitute meaningful work should facilitate employees’ 
abilities to invest themselves and engage more fully in their work 
(Steger et  al., 2013). A recent meta-analysis underlined a strong 
association of meaningful work with the cultivation of work 
engagement, among other positive work outcomes such as 
commitment, a sense of meaning in life, and general health (Allan 
et al., 2019).
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2.3. The mediating role of strengths 
knowledge and strengths use

Meaningful work may increase mental health and well-being 
through various paths, such as buffering the impact of work stress and 
improving people’s purpose in life. However, several lines of inquiry 
suggest that meaningful work alone is not enough (Allan et al., 2018). 
People who experience their work as meaningful but are unable to 
fully employ their skills and abilities may be particularly at risk for 
lower levels of well-being (Allan et al., 2020). On the contrary, people 
who sense their work is meaningful and possess qualities that are 
desirable to organizations report greater well-being and job 
satisfaction (Steger et al., 2012). Research has demonstrated that one 
of the consequences of individuals sensing their work is meaningful, 
is their ability to use their strengths at work (Arnold et al., 2007; Steger 
et al., 2013). This suggests an interactive effect, in which work must 
not only be meaningful, but also provide the opportunity to discover 
and use personal resources, such as character strengths, to achieve 
benefits for mental health and enhance work engagement. However, 
to date, research exploring character strengths as underlying 
mechanisms is still scarce.

Recent research has demonstrated how applying and developing 
strengths is an effective positive-psychology approach to increase a 
feeling of thriving and decrease negative emotional symptoms, thus 
leading to overall better mental health (Duan et al., 2019). Previous 
studies demonstrated that having greater knowledge about strengths, 
as well as more confidence in using them, leads to higher levels of 
subjective and psychological well-being (Niemiec, 2019). The 
application of the strengths use construct in the specific organizational 
context has demonstrated that its use and development can foster 
positive experiences at work, such as work engagement (Harzer and 
Ruch, 2013; Bakker and Van Wingerden, 2021). Thus, creating 
awareness for individual character strengths, as well as enabling its 
applicability, is a promising approach to increase well-being and job 
performance (Huber et al., 2020).

Framed within the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker and 
Demerouti, 2007), the role of character strengths has been highlighted 
as a personal resource (Harzer, 2020). The JD-R model states that job 
characteristics can be classified in two main categories, namely job 
demands–aspects of work that cost energy and create strain–and job 
resources–aspects of work that help employees to deal with demands 
and achieve their goals. This approach has recently integrated personal 
resources into the model that refer to the beliefs people hold regarding 
the control they have over their (work) environment. While job 
demands may initiate a health-impairment process if there is exposure 
to daily workload over a long period of time, job and personal resources 
initiate a motivational process, contributing positively to work 
engagement (Bakker and Demerouti, 2018). The application of 
character strengths has been considered as the fit between personal 
resources and job resources, given that the job allows and fosters the use 
of signature strengths. According to the JD-R model, employing one’s 
signature strengths may foster feelings of excitement, as its application 
is energizing and invigorating, leading to a motivation process from 
which work engagement arises, which in turn leads to desirable work 
outcomes such as life satisfaction, organizational commitment, and 
higher job performance (Harzer, 2020).

A variety of studies have analyzed the positive link between 
meaningful work and well-being variables such as work engagement 

and mental health (Allan et al., 2019; Steger, 2019). Similarly, research 
on the link between strengths knowledge, strengths use, and well-
being is on the rise (Huber et al., 2020). However, research on the 
ability to discover and use personal strengths as underlying 
mechanisms that explain how meaningful work exerts its influence on 
well-being-related outcomes in the workplace is still scarce. Results 
from a recent study demonstrated that perceiving their work as 
meaningful motivates employees to use their strengths, using their 
strengths makes them feel authentic and efficacious, and these positive 
psychological states fuel work engagement (Van Wingerden and Van 
der Stoep, 2018). Despite these interesting findings, there is still need 
to investigate the roles of both strengths knowledge and strengths use 
as mediators in the link between meaningful work, work engagement 
and mental health.

We hypothesize that strengths use will act as a mediator between 
meaningful work and well-being (i.e., work engagement and mental 
health), and that meaningful work influences strengths use through 
strengths knowledge. In our third study (Study 3), we  intend to 
advance the theoretical understanding of the potential value and 
benefits of strengths knowledge and use in organizations by offering 
both: (a) empirical support for its positive relationships with work-
related outcomes, such as meaningful work, work engagement and 
mental health, and (b) understanding the role of strengths knowledge 
and use as psychological mechanisms that explain how meaningful 
work is related to well-being. With this study, we seek to shed light on 
new pathways through which workers may find greater meaning in 
their work by cultivating knowledge and understanding of their own 
personal strengths. This may allow them to apply signature strengths 
and, in turn, experience vigor, dedication, and absorption in their 
jobs, as well as achieve higher levels of mental health, operationalized 
as the absence of severity of a mental problem over the past few weeks 
(Sánchez-López and Dresch, 2008). Our main contribution is to 
support the ability to be aware of and apply signature strengths as an 
effective and novel pathway to cultivate meaning and foster well-being 
and mental health at work. Investing in the development of inner 
resources at work is crucial to support workers to effectively cope with 
the effects of the Covid-19 crisis and achieve health and well-being 
during extraordinary times of material uncertainty and change 
(Salanova, 2020).

3. Study 1

Study 1 aims to analyze and validate the psychometric properties 
of the Spanish version of the SUS with a sample of Spanish and Latin 
American workers. Thus, we expect:

H1: The Spanish version of the SUS will demonstrate acceptable 
psychometric properties in terms of validity and reliability.

4. Materials and methods

4.1. Participants

A total of 617 workers from 11 private and public organizations 
in Spain (6 organizations; 57.5% of employees) and Latin America (5 
organizations; Argentina = 15.6%; Mexico = 14.6%; Peru = 12.3%) 

442

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1086510
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Peláez Zuberbühler et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1086510

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

participated in this study. Six companies belonged to the services 
sector (42.1% of employees), 3 to industry (38.2% of employees), 1 to 
public administration (11.7% of employees), and 1 to construction 
(7.9% of employees). Participants’ organizational tenure ranged from 
0.6 to 48 years (M = 12.3; SD = 9.6). Respondents ranged in age from 
19 to 66 years (18–24 age range = 6%; 25–34 age range = 22%; 35–44 
age range = 35.7%; 45–54 = 24.2; > 54 = 12%); 52.4% were female, and 
79.9% had an indefinite contract.

4.2. Instruments

4.2.1. Strengths use scale
Strengths use was measured using the Spanish version of the 

original English version (Govindji and Linley, 2007). Respondents 
answered following the original instruction: ‘The following 14 questions 
ask about your strengths, that is, the things that you can do well or do 
best’. All items were rated on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale consists of 14 items (i.e., ‘I 
am regularly able to do what I do best’; ‘I am able to use my strengths in 
lots of different ways’).

4.2.2. Psychological capital
This construct was assessed by the Psychological Capital 

Questionnaire (PCQ-12; Avey et al., 2011), adapted from the PCQ-24 
scale (Luthans et al., 2007). The scale consists of four dimensions: (1) 
self-efficacy, measured with three items (i.e., “I am confident presenting 
information to a group of colleagues regarding this situation”); (2) hope, 
measured with four items (i.e., “If I should find myself in a jam trying to 
solve this situation, I could think of many ways to get out of it”); (3) 
resilience, measured with three items (i.e., “I take stressful things 
regarding this situation in stride”); and (4) optimism, assessed by two 
items (i.e., “I look on the bright side of things regarding this situation”). 
Participants were asked to rate each of the statements using a 6-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

4.2.3. Happiness
This variable was assessed by the remembered well-being 

sub-scale from the Pemberton Happiness Index (PHI; Hervás and 
Vázquez, 2013). The scale contains 4 dimensions related to different 
domains of remembered well-being: (1) general well-being, measured 
with two items (i.e., “I am very satisfied with my life”); (2) eudaimonic 
well-being, measured with 6 items (i.e., “My life is full of learning 
experiences and challenges that make me grow”); (3) hedonic well-
being, measured with two items (i.e., “I enjoy a lot of little things every 
day”); and (4) social well-being, measured with one item (i.e., “I think 
I live in a society that lets me fully realize my potential”). Participants 
were asked to rate each of the statements using a scale from 0 (fully 
disagree) to 10 (fully agree).

4.2.4. Work engagement
Measured with the short 9-item version of the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli et al., 2006). The scale includes 
three dimensions containing three items each: (1) vigor (i.e.: “At my 
work, I feel bursting with energy”); (2) dedication (i.e.: “I am enthusiastic 
about my job”); and (3) absorption (i.e.: “I am immersed in my work”). 
All the items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 
(almost never) to 6 (almost always).

4.2.5. In–and extra-role performance
This variable was assessed by six items, included in the HEalthy 

and Resilient Organizations (HERO) questionnaire (Salanova et al., 
2012), adapted from Goodman and Svyantek’s (1999) scale. Two 
dimensions (in-role performance and extra-role performance) were 
considered, with three items in each (i.e., “I help when someone in the 
group is overworked,” extra-role performance; “I reach my goals at 
work,” in role performance). Participants were asked to self-report 
each of the statements individually, using a Likert scale ranging from 
0 (strongly disagree/never) to 6 (strongly agree/always).

4.3. Procedure

In accordance with scholars’ recommendations on scale 
translation (Muñiz et al., 2013), all scale items (N = 14) were translated 
from the original English version into Spanish by three independent 
Spanish native speakers with certified proficiency in English language 
skills. Next, one standardized version was developed by consensus. 
The items were then translated back into English by an English native 
professional translator. Both translations were compared and 
discrepancies were discussed between the research team until the final 
Spanish translation was accepted. Data were collected before the 
Covid-19 pandemic started, in the context of a broader research 
project about the role of leadership styles on employees’ work-related 
outcomes. After seeking permission from each participating 
organization’s CEO and reaching an agreement about the company’s 
participation, researchers conducted informational meetings about 
the project with middle managers. Spanish-speaking employees from 
Spain or Latin American countries, working in public or private 
organizations and having more than 6 months of tenure, were invited 
to participate in the research study. They were asked to collaborate in 
the investigation through meetings or memos, delivered by the 
directors of the company or members of the teams. The participants 
filled out an online questionnaire (including the Spanish version of the 
SUS) on a voluntary basis. The confidentiality of their replies was 
guaranteed according to GDPR laws, and informed consent was 
obtained from all individual participants before they started 
completing the questionnaire. The project was approved by the 
research ethics committee of the host university.

4.4. Data analyses

All statistical analyzes were conducted using IBM SPSS 26 (IBM 
Corp, 2019), SPSS AMOS 23 (Arbuckle, 2014), and JASP computer 
software (JASP Team, 2020). The same analytical procedure was used 
for both Study 1 and Study 2.

First, we examined descriptive statistics including means, standard 
deviations, skewness, kurtosis, and Pearson’s coefficients for all the 
variables, included in the study. To explore internal consistency, 
we  calculated Cronbach’s Alpha and McDonald’s Omega (Peters, 
2014). We explored gender and country differences as well, using 
Student’s t-test (Field, 2009). To determine the number of factors to 
extract we conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) following 
the maximum likelihood estimation approach, and parallel analysis. 
To examine the factor structure of the SUS, we  conducted 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) utilizing the maximum likelihood 
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estimation approach. To establish goodness-of-fit of the data to the 
proposed structures, we computed the chi–square (χ2) and normed χ2, 
root–mean–squared error of approximation comparative fit index 
(CFI), (RMSEA) with a confidence interval (90% CI), and standardized 
root mean residual (SRMR). We followed model fit guidelines and 
cut-off points, published by the European Journal of Psychological 
Assessment (Schweizer, 2010). To explore invariance, we followed the 
steps, indicated by Putnick and Bornstein (2016), and tested for 
configural, metric, and scalar invariance by gender and country. To 
evaluate the changes in fit, we used absolute differences in CFI or 
SRMR, where increases of less than 0.01 are equivalent (Cheung and 
Rensvold, 2002).

5. Results

Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and Pearson’s 
correlations for all variables, included in the study are presented in 
Table 1. Internal consistency requirement of >0.70 for all variables is 
confirmed in both Cronbach’s Alpha and McDonald’s Omega 
coefficients. Furthermore, all correlations between strengths use and 
well-being (i.e., psychological capital, happiness, and work 
engagement), and performance (i.e., in-and extra-role performance) 
variables are significant (p < 0.001) and positive.

T-test results indicated significant differences when comparing 
participants from Spain against Latin-American countries, t 
(612) = −5.633, p < 0.001, d = −0.455, 95% IC (−0.615, −0.294). No 
significant differences were detected between male and female 
participants, t (611) = −0.975, p = 0.330, d = −0.079, 95% IC (−0.237, 
−0.080).

The total skewness and kurtosis values were − 0.644 and 0.599 
respectively, which indicates the assumption of normality in the 
distribution is not violated (Field, 2009). However, upon closer 
inspection, skewness and kurtosis values exceeded the suggested 
threshold for several individual items in the Strengths Use Scale 
presented in Table 2. Following Field (2009) we computed the Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin measure for sampling adequacy (KMO = 0.946) and 
Bartlett’s test of sphericity (p < 0.001). Both tests proved the adequacy 
of the data for further analyzes. Furthermore, EFA indicated a single 
factor explained 59.4% with items’ factor loadings between 0.64 and 
0.86 (see Table 2). The first factor had an eigenvalue of 8.73, with the 
remaining factors clearly below the intersection line (0.702 to 0.176).

Results for the CFA and invariance analyzes are presented in 
Table  3. The initial single factor, model tested in the CFA (M1) 
analyzes showed a less than satisfactory fit to the data. Thus, 

modification indexes were calculated to examine possible 
opportunities to correlate error terms. Upon the introduction of five 
error term correlations, adequate fit to the data was achieved in M2. 
The error terms (i.e., e1↔e2; e2↔e3: e6↔e7; e8↔e9, e10↔e11) can 
be attributed to similar wording and content. Moreover, item error 
terms were allowed to covary, since all items presented acceptable 
factor loading to the single factor solution. The final factorial structure 
of the Spanish version of the Strength Use Scale is presented in 
Figure 1.

Next, based on the t-test results, we conducted invariance analysis 
comparing the stability of the factor structure of the Spanish version 
of the Strengths Use Scale between participants from Spain and 
Spanish-speaking Latin American countries (i.e., Argentina, Chile, 
Uruguay, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, and Costa Rica). Results are 
shown in Table 3.

The baseline model (M3) showed adequate fit, supporting 
configural invariance. Next, constraints were imposed on all factor 
loadings, making them equal to examine metric invariance. The 
resulting model also showed adequate fit indexes (see M4). 
Comparison between M3 and M4 yielded a non-significant 
chi-squared difference test. As for the CFI and SRMR indexes, the 
differences were below the 0.01 threshold for CFI and above for 
SRMR, thus metric invariance was only partially supported. Finally, 
we imposed equality constraints on all intercepts to examine scalar 
invariance. This model (M5) showed acceptable fit indexes. 
Comparison between M4 and M5 yielded a non-significant 
chi-squared test difference, and no differences in the CFI and SRMR 
indexes. Considering the present results, we can say that the factorial 
structure of the Spanish version of the Strengths Use Scale remains 
relatively stable across Spanish-speaking Latin-American countries 
although strict invariance was not achieved.

6. Brief discussion

In this study, we  used a combination of exploratory and 
confirmatory statistical approaches to validate the Strengths Use Scale. 
The results confirmed the structure of the scale measuring a single 
strength use factor, developed in previous research (Govindji and 
Linley, 2007). Internal consistency and reliability were established, as 
well as convergent validity. All well-being (i.e., work engagement, 
happiness, and psychological capital) and performance (i.e., in-and 
extra-role performance) measures correlated with strengths use in the 
expected directions. After allowing error terms of a few items to 
covary due to similar wording (e1↔e2; e2↔e3), or a context view 

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and Pearson’s correlations for all study 1 variables.

Mean (SD) α ω 1 2 3 4 5

1.Strength Use 5.00(0.71) 0.95 0.95

2.Psychological Capital 4.85(0.70) 0.89 0.88 0.719**

3.Happiness 5.09(0.60) 0.87 0.87 0.650** 0.689**

4.Work Engagement 4.89(0.81) 0.91 0.91 0.655** 0.590** 0.562**

5.In Role Performance 5.19(0.71) 0.80 0.80 0.602** 0.600** 0.499** 0.422**

6.Extra Role Performance 5.28(0.71) 0.89 0.88 0.498** 0.444** 0.380** 0.400** 0.591**

∗∗p < 0.001.
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when seeking opportunities to apply strengths (e6↔e7; e8↔e9, 
e10↔e11), the SUS scale showed satisfactory fit indexes. Our findings 
suggest that the Spanish version of the SUS scale is equivalent to the 
original English version, and represents a reliable and valid measure 
of strengths use. The original item pool was conserved, and all items 
showed acceptable factor loadings. Additionally, the SUS maintains its 
factor structure across Latin American Spanish speaking countries 
with stability.

7. Study 2

This study aims to analyze and validate the psychometric 
properties of the Spanish version of the SKS with a sample of Spanish 
and Latin American workers. Thus, we expect:

H2: The Spanish version of the SKS will demonstrate acceptable 
psychometric properties in terms of validity and reliability.

8. Materials and methods

8.1. Participants

A total of 365 workers from a wide variety of professions 
participated in this study (24.6% from the education sector, 18% from 
the industrial sector, and 16,3% from the services sector, among 
others). Participants were either from Spain (N = 208; 57%) or Spanish 
speaking Latin American Countries (N = 157, 43%). Participants from 
Latin American Countries were from Argentina (N = 68), Uruguay 
(N = 39), Chile (N = 21), Mexico (N = 20), and Colombia (N = 9). 
Participant’s age ranged from 18 to 72 years (M = 41.62, SD = 10.27), 
and 53% were female. It is important to note that the present sample 
is independent from the one, utilized for Study 1.

8.2. Instruments

8.2.1. Strengths knowledge scale
Strengths knowledge was measured using the Spanish version of 

the original English SKS version (Govindji and Linley, 2007). The scale 
contains 8 items (i.e., “I know when I am at my best”) and exhibited a 
high internal consistency in the original validation. All items were 
rated on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree.

8.2.2. Mental health
This variable was measured with the Spanish validation (Sánchez-

López and Dresch, 2008) of the 12-item General Health Questionnaire 
(GHQ-12; Goldberg and Williams, 2000). The scale consists of 12 
items, assessing the severity of a mental problem over the past few 
weeks, using a 4-point Likert scale from 0 to 3. The score was used to 
generate a total score ranging from 0 to 36. The positive items were 
corrected from 0 (always) to 3 (never) and the negative ones from 3 
(always) to 0 (never). High scores indicate worse health.

8.2.3. Work engagement
Participants completed the UWES (Schaufeli et  al., 2006), 

described in Study 1. α = 0.88.

8.2.4. In-role and extra-role performance
This variable was assessed by two items, included in the HEalthy 

and Resilient Organizations (HERO) questionnaire (Salanova et al., 
2012), adapted from Goodman and Svyantek’s (1999) scale. Two 
dimensions (in-role performance and extra-role performance) were 
considered, with one item each (i.e., “I help when someone in the 
group is overworked”; extra-role performance). Participants were 
asked to self-report each of the statements individually, using a Likert 
scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree/never) to 6 (strongly agree/
always).

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and factor loadings of the strength use scale (Study 1).

Items (1 ‘strongly disagree’ → 7 ‘strongly agree’) M (SD) S K Factor 
Loadings

α index if 
item is 

dropped

ω index if 
item is 

dropped

(1) I am regularly able to do what I do best. 5.13 (0.86) −1.06 1.834 0.71** 0.948 0.948

(2) I always play to my strengths. 5.05 (0.86) −0.969 1.858 0.73** 0.948 0.947

(3) I always try to use my strengths. 5.18 (0.83) −1.04 2.201 0.78** 0.947 0.946

(4) I achieve what I want by using my strengths. 5.13 (0.80) −0.676 0.161 0.80** 0.946 0.946

(5) I use my strengths every day. 5.02 (0.89) −0.731 0.321 0.81** 0.946 0.946

(6) I use my strengths to get what I want out of life. 5.16 (0.82) −0.715 0.084 0.83** 0.946 0.946

(7) My work gives me lots of opportunities to use my strengths. 5.16 (0.80) −0.708 0.085 0.86** 0.945 0.945

(8) My life presents me with lots of different ways to use my strengths. 4.85 (1.09) −1.274 2.533 0.65** 0.950 0.949

(9) Using my strengths comes naturally to me. 4.83 (1.06) −1.207 2.194 0.64** 0.950 0.949

(10) I find it easy to use my strengths in the things I do. 5.08 (0.90) −1.267 3.351 0.80** 0.946 0.945

(11) I am able to use my strengths in lots of different situations. 4.97 (0.92) −1.247 3.717 0.79** 0.946 0.946

(12) Most of my time is spent doing the things that I am good at doing. 4.66 (1.05) −0.824 1.121 0.66** 0.950 0.950

(13) Using my strengths is something I am familiar with. 4.97 (0.90) −0.784 1.093 0.83** 0.946 0.945

(14) I am able to use my strengths in lots of different ways. 4.90 (0.92) −0.599 0.124 0.79** 0.946 0.946

∗∗p < 0.001; SD, standard deviation; S, skewness; K, kurtosis.
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8.3. Procedure

All scale items (N = 8) for the SKS followed the same translation 
and re-translation procedure described in Study 1.

Data were collected in the context of a broader research project 
about differences on well-being and work-related variables between 
teleworkers versus office-based workers during the first COVID-19 
pandemic outbreak of 2020. The same inclusion criteria (Spain or Latin 
American country; Spanish-speaking language; employees working in 
public or private organizations; minimum of 6 months tenure) for 
participating in the research study, indicated in Study 1, were used for 

Study 2. Respondents were recruited through an online questionnaire 
via Qualtrics. The link to the questionnaire was available on the 
authors’ research team’s website and disseminated via social networks. 
The participants filled out an online questionnaire (including the 
Spanish version of the SKS) on a voluntary basis. The confidentiality of 
their replies was guaranteed according to GDPR laws, and informed 
consent was obtained from all individual participants before they 
started completing the questionnaire. The project was approved by the 
research ethics committee of the host university.

8.4. Data analyses

The same statistical procedures, detailed in Study 1 were used for 
Study 2.

9. Results

Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and Pearson’s 
correlations for all variables, included in the study, are presented in 
Table 4. Internal consistency requirement of >0.70 in both Cronbach’s 
Alpha and McDonald’s Omega coefficients for all measurement 
instruments is confirmed, except for in-role and extra-role 
performance, which were single-item measures. Pearson’s correlations 
between the SKS and work engagement, meaningful work, and 
performance were significant (p < 0.001) and positive, whereas the 
correlation with General Health (GHQ) was significant (p < 0.001) 
and negative.

The t-test results showed significant differences in the study 
variables when comparing participants from Spain against those from 
Latin-American countries, t (456) = −2.240, p < 0.05, d = −0.239, 95% 
IC (−0.449, −0.029). No significant differences were detected between 
male and female participants, t (353) = −1.283, p = 0.200, d = −0.147, 
95% IC (−0.371, 0.078).

The total skewness and kurtosis values were − 0.362 and 1.479 
respectively, which indicates the assumption of normality in the 
distribution is violated (Field, 2009). Specifically, kurtosis values 
higher than 1 indicate the presence of outliers (Field, 2009). Upon 
inspection of the data distribution through a histogram plot, the 
presence of outliers was confirmed at the negative end of the 
distribution, that is two standard deviations below the mean. Closer 
inspection skewness and kurtosis values for each of the Strengths 

TABLE 3 Fit indexes for single group and multi-group confirmatory factor analyzes for the strength use scale (Study 1).

χ2 df χ2/
df

RMSEA 90% CI CFI TLI SRMR CMs ∆ χ2(∆ df) ∆ 
CFI

∆ 
SRMR

Single group CFA

M1 Single Factor 1045.119** 77 13.573 0.143 [0.136, 0.151] 0.862 0.837 0.059 - - - -

M2 Single Factor revised 333.390** 72 4.630 0.077 [0.069, 0.085] 0.963 0.945 0.034 M1-M2 711.729 (5)** 0.101 0.025

Multiple Group (Country)

M3 configural invariance 479.993** 144 3.333 0.088 [0.080, 0.097] 0.951 0.938 0.040 - - - -

M4 metric invariance 508.402** 157 3.238 0.087 [0.078, 0.095] 0.948 0.940 0.060 M3-M4 28.409 (13)ns 0.003 0.020

M5 scalar invariance 558.125** 170 3.283 0.087 [0.079, 0.096] 0.943 0.939 0.061 M4-M5 49.723 (13)ns 0.005 0.001

∗∗p < 0.001; χ2, Chi-square; df, degree of freedom; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CI, 90% confidence interval; CFI, comparative fit index; IFI, incremental fit index; SRMR, 
standardized root mean square residual; CMs, comparisons between models.

FIGURE 1

Factorial Structure of the Spanish version of the strengths Use scale 
(Study 1).
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Knowledge Scale items shows the same pattern of deviation. Results 
are shown in detail in Table 5.

Despite the violation of the assumption of normality, following 
Field (2009) we  computed the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure for 
sampling adequacy (KMO = 0.920) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity 
(p < 0.001). Both tests proved the adequacy of the data for further 
analyzes. The EFA indicated a single factor explained 62.1% of the 
extracted variance, with item factor loadings between 0.48 and 0.91 
(see Table  5). The first factor had an eigenvalue of 5.23, with the 
remaining factors clearly below the intersection line (0.896 to 0.105). 
Items 1 and 2 showed relatively low factor loadings but, considering 
the overall psychometric properties of the scale, they remained 
acceptable when included (α = 0.90 and ω = 0.90). Therefore, 
we  decided to retain them for further analyzes and conserve the 
original structure of the strengths knowledge scale.

Results for the CFA and invariance analyzes are presented in 
Table  6. The initial single factor model, tested in the CFA (M1) 
analyzes, showed satisfactory fit to the data. To confirm our initial 
decision to conserve items 1 and 2, we tested for an additional model, 
excluding both items (M2). Fit indexes did not increase significantly, 
thus we opted to conserve items 1 and 2 and keep the original item 
pool. The final factorial structure of the Spanish version of the 
Strength Knowledge Scale is presented in Figure 2.

Next, based on the t-test results, we conducted invariance analysis, 
comparing the stability of the factor structure of the Spanish version 
of the strengths knowledge scale between participants from Spain and 
those from Spanish-speaking Latin American countries (i.e., 
Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, Colombia, and Mexico). Results are shown 
in Table 6. The baseline model (M3) showed adequate fit, supporting 

configural invariance. Next, constraints were imposed on all factor 
loadings, making them equal to examine metric invariance. The 
resulting model also showed adequate fit indexes (see M4). 
Comparison between M3 and M4 yielded a non-significant 
chi-squared difference test. As for the CFI and SRMR indexes, the 
differences were below the 0.01 threshold for CFI, and slightly above 
for the SRMR, thus metric invariance was only partially supported. 
Finally, equality constraints were imposed on all intercepts to examine 
scalar invariance. This model (M5) also showed acceptable fit indexes. 
Comparison between M4 and M5 yielded a non-significant 
chi-squared test difference and minimal differences below the 0.01 
threshold for CFI and SRMR indexes. Considering the present results, 
we can say that the factorial structure of the Spanish version of the 
strengths knowledge scale remains relatively stable across Spanish-
speaking Latin-American countries although of all the three levels of 
invariance that were tested, metric invariance was only 
partially supported.

10. Brief discussion

In this study, we  used a combination of exploratory and 
confirmatory statistical approaches to validate the Strength Knowledge 
Scale. The results confirmed the structure of the scale, measuring a 
single strengths knowledge factor, developed in previous research 
(Govindji and Linley, 2007). Internal consistency and reliability were 
established, as well as convergent validity. All well-being (i.e., work 
engagement and mental health) and performance (i.e., in-and extra-
role performance) measures correlated with strengths knowledge in 

TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and Pearson’s correlations for all study 2 variables.

Mean (SD) α ω 1 2 3 4 5

1. Strength Knowledge 4.40(0.79) 0.90 0.90

2. Meaningful Work 5.36(0.91) 0.91 0.87 0.490**

3. Mental Health 2.70(1.01) 0.90 0.90 −0.320** −0.185**

4. Work Engagement 3.89(1.17) 0.88 0.88 0.402** 0.432** −0.562**

5. In Role Performance 4.22(1.13) - - 0.316** 0.181** −0.407** 0.536**

6. Extra Role Performance 5.06(1.14) - - 0.298** 0.263** −0.310** 0.366** 0.425**

∗∗p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 Descriptive statistics and factor loadings of the strengths knowledge scale (study 2).

Items (1 ‘strongly disagree’ → 7 ‘strongly 
agree’)

M (SD) S K Factor 
Loadings

α index if 
item is 

dropped

ω index if 
item is 

dropped

(1) Other people see the strengths that I have 4.42 (0.96) −0.733 2.546 0.50** 0.904 0.909

(2) I have to think hard about what my strengths are 3.45 (1.44) −0.322 −0.211 0.35** 0.928 0.935

(3) I know what I do best 4.59 (0.96) −0.711 1.853 0.87** 0.867 0.878

(4) I am aware of my strengths 4.52 (0.99) −0.526 1.102 0.91** 0.864 0.873

(5) I know the things I am good at doing 4.59 (0.96) −0.633 1.646 0.92** 0.867 0.877

(6) I know my strengths well 4.47 (0.98) −0.468 1.302 0.92** 0.863 0.873

(7) I know the things I do best 4.55 (0.90) −0.300 1.304 0.91** 0.867 0.876

(8) I know when I am at my best 4.66 (0.99) −0.569 0.922 0.68** 0.885 0.895

∗∗p < 0.001; SD, standard deviation; S, skewness; K, kurtosis.
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FIGURE 2

Factorial Structure of the Spanish version of the strengths Knowledge 
scale (study 2).

the expected directions. Our findings suggest that the Spanish version 
of the SKS scale is equivalent to the original English version, and 
represents a reliable and valid measure of strengths knowledge. 
Despite the lower than desirable factor loadings, the original item pool 
was conserved, since excluding them only resulted innon-significant 
changes in model fit, and no changes in reliability were observed. 
Additionally, the SKS maintains its factor structure across Latin 
American Spanish speaking countries with stability.

11. Study 3

Study 3 aims to analyze the mediating roles of strengths knowledge 
and strengths use in the link between meaningful work, work 
engagement, and mental health. The hypothesized models were 
explored through the following hypotheses:

H3: Meaningful work is indirectly associated with strengths use 
through the partial mediating role of strengths knowledge.

H4: Meaningful work is indirectly associated with work 
engagement through the partial mediating role of strengths use.

H5: Meaningful work is indirectly associated with mental health 
through the partial mediating role of strengths use.

12. Materials and methods

12.1. Participants

Convenience sampling yielded 798 workers from organizations of 
different sectors (42% from the services sector, 28% from the 
education sector, 19% from the industrial sector, and 11% from the 
healthcare sector). This sample was independent from Study 1 and 
Study 2. Forty-four percent of the participants were from Spain, and 
56% from Latin American countries. Participants ranged in age from 
18 to 71 years (M = 42.03, SD = 10.57), and 58% were female.

12.2. Instruments

The Spanish validated versions of the strengths knowledge scale 
(8-items) and SUS (short 4-items version), meaningful work, UWES 
work engagement and GHQ-12, all described in Study 1 and/or Study 
2, were used for Study 3.

12.3. Procedure

For data collection, we followed the same procedure as in Study 2.

12.4. Data analyses

First, descriptive analyzes (e.g., means, standard deviations, and 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients) were calculated, in addition to the 
bivariate correlations between all the variables, using the IBM SPSS 
Statistics 25.0 package. Second, structural equation modeling (SEM) 
was applied to test the structural relations in the hypothesized models 
using AMOS. The maximum likelihood method was used, and 
goodness-of-fit of each model was determined by considering absolute 
and relative indexes (Schermelleh-Engel et  al., 2003): χ2, χ2/df, 

TABLE 6 Fit indexes for single group and multi-group confirmatory factor analyzes for the strengths knowledge scale (study 2).

χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA 90% CI CFI TLI SRMR CMs ∆ χ2(∆ df) ∆ 
CFI

∆ 
SRMR

Single Group CFA

M1 Single Factor 183.990** 20 9.699 0.103 [0.089, 0.116] 0.969 0.957 0.027 - - - -

M2 Single Factor 6 items 162.575** 15 10.838 0.117 [0.101, 0.133] 0.970 0.957 0.027 M1-M3 21.215 (15)ns 0.001 0.000

Multiple Group (Country)

M3 configural invariance 212.545** 40 5.313 0.105 [0.092, 0.119] 0.967 0.954 0.031 - - - -

M4 metric invariance 226.152** 47 4.811 0.099 [0.086, 0.112] 0.966 0.959 0.049 M2-M3 13.607 (17)ns 0.001 0.018

M5 scalar invariance 230.296** 54 4.264 0.092 [0.080, 0.104] 0.967 0.965 0.045 M3-M4 4.144 (17)ns 0.001 0.004

∗∗p < 0.001; χ2, Chi-square; df, degree of freedom; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CI, 90% confidence interval; CFI, comparative fit index; IFI, incremental fit index; SRMR, 
standardized root mean square residual; CMs, comparisons between models.
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incremental fit index (IFI), CFI, normed fit index (NFI), RMSEA, 
standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR), and Akaike 
information criterion (AIC). Finally, the product of coefficients method 
(MacKinnon et al., 2002) was applied to test the mediation hypotheses.

13. Results

13.1. Preliminary analyzes

Table 7 shows means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s α indexes, 
and Pearson’s correlations among the study variables. As expected, the 
internal consistency of all the measures was satisfactory, and all the 
inter-correlations among the study variables were significant 
(M = 0.507), ranging from 0.186 to 0.786 (p < 0.01).

13.2. Model fit: structural equation 
modeling

Meaningful work, strengths knowledge, strengths use, work 
engagement, and mental health are represented as latent variables in 
the structural model, shown in Figure 3. Following James et al. (2006), 
four models were tested to verify the hypotheses. Model 1 (M1) 
assumes that strengths knowledge fully mediates the relationship 
between meaningful work and strengths use. The results, represented 
in Table 8, show that M1 presents a good fit to the data, and that all 
the fit indices met the criteria. The path from meaningful work to 
strengths knowledge was positive and statistically significant (β = 0.49, 

p < 0.001), as was the path from strengths knowledge to strengths use 
(β = 0.84, p < 0.001).

Next, a new model (M2; our research model) was developed, 
which assumes that strengths knowledge plays a partial mediating role 
between meaningful work and strengths use. In other words, there is 
also a direct relationship between meaningful work and strengths use. 
The results indicate that M2 also presents a good fit to the data, and 
that all the fit indices met the criteria. The path from meaningful work 
to strengths knowledge was positive and statistically significant 
(β = 0.48, p < 0.001), as was the path from strengths knowledge to 
strengths use (β = 0.72, p < 0.001). As shown in Table 8, M2 revealed 
a better fit to the data, with statistically significant differences between 
the two models. Thus, we opted for our research model (M2), which 
assumes that meaningful work is indirectly associated with strengths 
use through the partial mediating role of strengths knowledge.

According to MacKinnon et al. (2002), the product of coefficients 
method was estimated to test the mediation hypothesis (H3). The 
mediated effect of strengths knowledge in the relationship between 
meaningful work and strengths use was statistically significant (P = Ζα 
· Ζβ = 380.2, p < 0.001). Additionally, the direct relationship between 
meaningful work and strengths use (β  = 0.22, p  < 0.001) was also 
statistically significant. These results suggest a partial mediation effect 
of strengths knowledge between meaningful work and strengths use, 
supporting our H3.

To test our H4 and H5, a new Model (M3) was developed, which 
assumes that strengths use fully mediates the relationship between 
meaningful work and work engagement (H4), and mental health 
(H5). Results indicate a good fit to the data, and that all the fit indices 
met the criteria. The paths from meaningful work to strengths use 

FIGURE 3

The final model (M4) with standardized path coefficients (Study 3). Mental health is operationalized in the model as the absence of severity of a mental 
problem. Thus, the path from antecedent and mediating variable to this construct is negative in the figure.

TABLE 7 Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and Pearson’s correlations for all study 3 variables.

Mean (SD) α ω 1 2 3 4

1. Strength knowledge 4.38(0.76) 0.90 0.90

2. Strength use 4.26(0.88) 0.88 0.89 0.786**

3. Meaningful work 5.23(0.88) 0.90 0.91 0.470** 0.515**

4. Mental health 2.60(0.99) 0.89 0.89 −0.443** −0.462** −0.186**

5. Work engagement 3.97(1.11) 0.86 0.86 0.367** 0.414** 0.435** −0.538**

∗∗p < 0.001.
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TABLE 8 Fit indices of the structural equation models for study 3.

Model χ2 p d.f. CFI TLI RMSEA Comparison χ2 Diff p

M1 937.558 0.000 199 0.943 0.934 0.068

M2 882.802 0.000 198 0.947 0.939 0.066 M1-M2 54.756 <0.001

M3 2221.646 0.000 606 0.919 0.911 0.058

M4 2157.705 0.000 604 0.922 0.914 0.057 M3-M4 63.941 <0.001

M1 = Model 1; M2 = Model 2; M3 = Model 3; M4 = Model.

(β = 0.26, p < 0.001) was positive and statistically significant, as was the 
path from strengths use to work engagement (β = 0.52, p < 0.001), and 
from strengths use to mental health (β = −0.43, p < 0.001). Finally, 
we compared M3 with M4, which assumes that strengths use partially 
mediates the relationship between meaningful work and work 
engagement (H4), and also between meaningful work and mental 
health (H5). In other words, there are also direct relationships between 
meaningful work and work engagement, and between meaningful 
work and mental health. The results indicate that M4 also presents a 
good fit to the data, and that all the fit indices met the criteria. The 
paths from meaningful work to strengths use (β = 0.22, p < 0.001) was 
positive and statistically significant, as was the path from strengths use 
to work engagement (β = 0.28 p < 0.001), from strengths use to mental 
health (β = −0.41, p < 0.001), and from meaningful work to work 
engagement (β = 0.36 p < 0.001). As shown in Table 8, M4 revealed a 
better fit to the data, with statistically significant differences between 
the two models. Thus, we  opted for M4, which assumes that 
meaningful work is indirectly associated with work engagement and 
with mental health through the partial mediating role of strengths use.

To assess the mediation effects for H4 and H5, the MacKinnon test 
was estimated. The mediating effects of strengths use in the link 
between meaningful work and work engagement (P = Ζα · Ζβ = 116.2, 
p < 0.001), and between meaningful work and mental health (P = Ζα · 
Ζβ = 138.1, p < 0.001) were statistically significant, thus confirming the 
mediation effects. However, while the link from meaningful work to 
work engagement was positive and significant (supporting H4), the link 
to mental health (β = −0.02, ns) was not, thus partially supporting H5.

14. Brief discussion

Results from Study 3 fully supported H3, indicating a partial 
mediating role of strengths knowledge in the link between meaningful 
work and strengths use. Moreover, while H4 was supported, suggesting 
a partially mediating role of strengths use in the relationship between 
meaningful work and work engagement, H5 was partially supported, 
suggesting a fully mediating role of strengths use between meaningful 
work and mental health.

15. General discussion

The purpose of the current study was twofold: first, to validate and 
adapt the Strengths Use (Study 1) and Strengths Knowledge (Study 2) 
Scales to the Spanish and Latin American context; and second, to 
explore the mediating roles of strengths use and strengths knowledge 
between meaningful work and well-being (i.e., work engagement and 
mental health).

In the case of Studies 1 and 2, using a combination of exploratory 
and confirmatory statistical approaches, results indicated that the 
Spanish SUS and SKS were adequate instruments with good 
psychometric properties. Findings confirmed the structure of each 
scale, measuring a single factor, developed in previous research 
(Govindji and Linley, 2007). The adequate levels of reliability and 
validity are sufficient to support the use of the scales and the 
interpretation of the scores in Spanish and Latin American working 
populations, equivalent to the study samples. Internal consistency, 
reliability, and convergent validity were tested. Regarding criterion 
validity, work engagement, happiness, psychological capital, and 
performance measures, tested in Study 1, correlated with the SUS as 
hypothesized, as well as work engagement, mental health and in-role 
and extra-role performance measures, tested in Study 2, correlated 
with the SKS. Additionally, the scales showed satisfactory fit indexes. 
Overall, findings from this study suggest that the Spanish versions of 
the SUS and SKS are equivalent to the original English versions, and 
represent reliable and valid measures of strengths use and strengths 
knowledge. The original item pools were conserved, and all items 
showed acceptable factor loadings. Moreover, scales invariances were 
also demonstrated, maintaining their factor structure across Latin 
American Spanish speaking countries. Thus, our findings fully 
support H1 and H2.

Studies 1 and 2 replicated the hypothesized relationships between 
strengths use and strengths knowledge, and several measures of well-
being, such as mental health (Duan et al., 2019) and subjective and 
psychological well-being (Niemiec, 2019). Specifically, these studies 
contribute to the strengths approach by confirming the value of 
strength awareness and application in fostering positive outcomes, 
such as work engagement (Harzer and Ruch, 2013; Bakker and Van 
Wingerden, 2021) and job performance (Huber et al., 2020) in the 
organizational context. These results contribute to the JD-R model’s 
theoretical framework by supporting the role of personal strengths as 
personal resources that may foster feelings of excitement, happiness, 
and optimism, leading to a motivational process from which work 
engagement and performance arise (Harzer, 2020).

Regarding Study 3, interesting results emerged that should 
be mentioned. First, findings confirmed the positive and direct links 
between meaningful work and strengths use, and between meaningful 
work and strengths knowledge. In addition, strengths knowledge 
played a partial mediating role between meaningful work and strengths 
use, thus confirming H3. This result revealed that meaningful work has 
an influence on strengths use through strengths knowledge. In other 
words, employees who perceive their work as meaningful are 
increasingly capable of discovering and using their character strengths 
at work. In this sense, meaningful work facilitates the process of 
becoming aware, exploring, and utilizing personal strengths at work. 
Meaning influences the motivational process of engagement by 
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creating the space for strengths to be recognized, acknowledged, and 
integrated through reflections around personal growth, contributions 
to the greater good, and crafting a positive sense from a personal 
perspective. This result reinforces the theoretical notion that employees 
are intrinsically motivated to do what they do best when they are aware 
and know their strengths well (Duan et al., 2019). Thus, we contribute 
to the meaningful work literature (Steger, 2019) by confirming that 
perceiving work as meaningful is a vital job resource that provides the 
opportunity to discover and get insight into one’s personal strengths 
and, in turn, be motivated and more confident to use them.

Results from this study also confirmed the partial mediating role 
of strengths use in the relationship between meaningful work and 
work engagement, and a fully mediating role of strengths use in the 
relationship between meaningful work and mental health. These 
findings highlight the ability to use and apply personal strengths as an 
underlying mechanism that explains how meaningful work exerts its 
influence on work engagement and mental health. Previous research 
has revealed that one of the consequences of sensing work as 
significant, positive, and meaningful, is the ability to use one’s 
strengths at work (Arnold et al., 2007; Steger et al., 2013). This suggests 
an interactive effect in which meaningful work acts as a vital job 
resource that facilitates the opportunity to discover and use character 
strengths. In turn, acquiring knowledge about personal strengths and 
intentionally putting them to use offers workers a practical pathway 
to implement meaningful actions within the frame of everyday work. 
Simply put, the combination of strengths knowledge and strengths use 
offers a concrete approach to translating meaning from ideas into 
tangible actions.

Furthermore, a positive and direct link was also found between 
meaningful work and work engagement, indicating that perceiving 
work as meaningful facilitates employees’ abilities to invest themselves 
in their work and be more vigorous, dedicated and absorbed in the 
job. This result is in line with previous research that demonstrated the 
predictive value of meaningful work on work engagement (Steger 
et al., 2013; Allan et al., 2019). In this sense, having a clear sense of 
purpose and meaning makes it easier for workers to invest energy and 
focus on a path that resonates with their deepest aspirations and 
transcendent desires.

On the other hand, the direct link between meaningful work and 
mental health was not significant, thus suggesting that perceiving 
work as meaningful has benefits for mental health through the use of 
strengths as an underlying mechanism. This particular result offers a 
more nuanced description of how meaning exerts an effect on mental 
health and on the capacity to cope with stressors and negative 
emotions. Essentially, our results suggest that the presence of meaning 
by itself is not sufficient to gain a significant positive effect on mental 
health. It seems meaningful work requires a clear pathway in order to 
be translated into recognizable behavioral and cognitive patterns, such 
as personal strengths, to have an effect on self-evaluations of mental 
health. Simply put, workers need ways to express meaning into actions 
that benefit their perceptions of mental health. Study 3 shed light on 
new pathways through which workers may translate the meaning of 
their into action by cultivating knowledge and understanding of their 
own personal strengths. This may allow them to apply signature 
strengths and, in turn, experience vigor, dedication and absorption in 
their jobs, and to achieve higher levels of mental health.

Overall, the presented studies contribute to the theoretical 
understanding of the potential value and benefits of strengths 

knowledge and strengths use in organizations by exploring the 
application of individual strengths in new cultural Spanish-speaking 
contexts, offering empirical support for the positive influence of 
strengths knowledge and strengths use on work-related outcomes (i.e., 
work engagement, mental health, psychological capital, in-and extra-
role performance), understanding the role of strengths use as 
psychological mechanism that explains the path from meaningful work 
to well-being (i.e., work engagement, mental health), and the predicting 
role of meaningful work on strengths use through strengths knowledge. 
Our main contribution is to support the ability to be aware of and apply 
signature strengths, as an effective and novel pathway to foster well-
being and mental health at work through the cultivation of meaningful 
work, particularly in times of material uncertainty and change.

15.1. Practical implications

This study contributes to the effective assessment of strengths use 
and strengths knowledge constructs with two validated and reliable 
instruments. These can also be used to assess and develop effective and 
high-quality strengths-based interventions within the organizational 
context in the Spanish-speaking population. Gaining awareness of 
personal strengths is a necessary precondition toward applying them 
(Duan et al., 2019). Therefore, it is important to assess both strengths 
knowledge and strengths use in order to address and apply strengths 
in work settings. The assessment tools provided in this study could 
be used as a starting point for employee development in organizations, 
as an easy-to-implement intervention strategy, not only for identifying 
strengths, but also defining a plan for developing and using key 
strengths at work. Previous research sustained that relatively little 
resources and effort in strengths use interventions can lead to positive 
outcomes such as employee well-being and productivity (Virga et al., 
2022). Together with implementing the SKS and SUS instruments for 
assessing and developing employees’ strengths, both scales were 
validated and the theoretical contributions from this study could help 
organizations and companies to adopt and promote a vision and 
culture, oriented toward strengths (Bakker and van Woerkom, 2018). 
Personal strengths assessment could also be  considered for 
recruitment. Previous research has addressed character strengths as 
predictors for future job performance of potential job candidates 
(Harzer et  al., 2021). Thus, focusing on both identifying and 
developing personal strengths should be considered an important tool 
in personal and organizational development for organizations that 
wish to become healthy and productive, especially in the current era, 
characterized by material uncertainty and change (Ruch et al., 2020; 
Salanova, 2020).

Another practical implication of our study is related to the 
powerful role that meaningful work has in fostering motivation to 
discover and apply personal strengths. For this reason, we strongly 
suggest practitioners and HR professionals to focus their attention on 
stimulating working conditions that can offer employees a greater 
sense of meaning, for instance by aligning the objectives of their work 
to their intrinsic values and beliefs, and by fostering top managers to 
clearly communicate organizational goals, values, and contributions 
to their employees In this respect, the top managers should play a 
crucial role in the cultivation of meaningful work among their 
employees (Van Wingerden and Van der Stoep, 2018). Furthermore, 
a recent review suggested that, to enable employees to construct their 
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sense of meaningful work, organizations should design effective work 
environments characterized by well-designed quality jobs, facilitative 
leaders, cultures, policies and practices, high-quality relationships, and 
access to decent work. A comprehensive understanding of meaningful 
work that integrates perspectives across the individual, the 
organizational, and the societal levels will provide specific propositions 
about how these levels interact with creating meaningfulness at work 
(Lysova et al., 2019). Overall, focusing on the development of working 
conditions that are meaningful leads to a motivation process toward 
discovering and applying strengths, from which vigor, dedication and 
absorption in the job arise, and higher levels of mental health are 
achieved. This assumption is in line with the general notion that the 
subjective perception of work predicts behavior and attitudes, and 
thus leads to consequences on perceived well-being and subsequent 
performance (Van Wingerden and Poell, 2017).

15.2. Limitations and future studies

The present study also has some limitations. First, the seven 
Spanish-speaking countries, considered in the studies, may not 
be representative of all the countries where Spanish is the primary 
language. Thus, it might be interesting to replicate the results with a 
more representative and diversified sample to continue establishing 
the validity of the scales. Second, strengths knowledge was not used 
in Study 1, and strengths use was not used in Study 2, thus reliability 
analysis between these two constructs was not tested. However, Study 
3 showed a positive and high correlation among the two variables. 
Third, data in our studies were cross-sectional, which does not allow 
to draw firm conclusions about the causal relationship among the 
variables. There is a need for longitudinal studies to strengthen causal 
inferences about the influence of meaningful work, strengths use, and 
strengths knowledge on work-related outcomes.

Future studies could add and explore other variables in our 
research model. For instance, efforts could be made to analyze the 
moderating role of leadership styles on the link between meaningful 
work and strengths, as well as the type of strengths (i.e., optimism, 
gratitude, etc.) that exert more effects as underlying mechanisms in 
the path from meaningful work to well-being-related variables. 
Finally, future studies should strive to identify and include potential 
“contaminating variables” (Spector et al., 2019) that can also have 
distinct effects and interact with strengths knowledge and strengths 
use. This can be  done by means of intensive repeated measures 
designs, such as diary studies including variables, closely related to 
engagement and mental health, such as positive affect and other well-
researched personal resources.
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