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Abstract

This study aims to examine the relationship between authentic leadership and
employee proactive behavior. Based on self-determination theory, we argue that
such a relationship is sequentially mediated by psychological empowerment and
core self-evaluations. In addition, political skill plays a moderating role in the third
stage. These hypotheses are validated by a sample of 65 leaders and 275 subordinates
from two private enterprises in mainland China. Results show that authentic leadership
(Time 1) influences employees’ proactive behavior (Time 3) through the psychological
empowerment (Time 1) and core self-evaluations of employees (Time 2), and the
relationship between core self-evaluations and proactive behavior is positively moderated
by employees’ political skill. In addition, bootstrapping results also verify the moderating
role played by employees’ political skill in the indirect relationship between authentic
leadership and proactive behavior through core self-evaluations. Theoretical and
managerial implications are further discussed in the light of these findings.

Keywords: Authentic leadership, Psychological empowerment, Core self-evaluations,
Proactive behavior, Political skill
Introduction
Increasingly dynamic and competitive environments require employees to go beyond for-

mal job duties and take proactive steps to contribute to their organizations (Griffin et al.

2007; Parker 1998). With the upsurge in self-managed teams as well as decentralization,

employee proactive behavior is becoming more crucial to organizational success (Grant

and Ashford 2008; Parker and Collins 2010). Given the considerable importance of em-

ployee initiatives, both scholars and practitioners are concerned about effective ways to

elicit and promote employee proactivity (Parker and Collins 2010). Therefore, studies on

the antecedents of proactive behavior are receiving more and more attention (Fuller et al.

2015; Shin and Kim 2015; Wu and Parker 2017).
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Leadership is considered to play a critical role in shaping motivation for employees’

proactive behaviors (Morrison 2011; Parker et al. 2010; Parker et al. 2006). Although

some scholars have examined the relationship between specific leader behaviors (e.g.,

empowering leadership, transformational leadership) and proactive behaviors (Den

Hartog and Belschak 2012; Martin et al. 2013), empirical studies are still limited, es-

pecially for some emerging leadership styles, such as authentic leadership. Authentic

leadership is defined as a pattern of leader behavior that draws upon and promotes

both positive psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater

self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, balanced information processing, and

relational transparency (Walumbwa et al. 2008). Authentic leadership has become an

important topic in leadership studies (Gardner et al. 2005), considering its potential

for explaining leaders’ impacts on human interactions in organizational settings (May

et al. 2003). The core characteristic of authentic leaders is that they possess positive

psychological states including confidence, optimism, hope and resilience and can also

promote the development of these virtues in others (Gardner et al. 2005). After the

emergence of authentic leadership, researchers have investigated its impact on em-

ployees’ job outcomes, such as affective organizational commitment (Leroy et al.

2012) and voice (Hsiung 2012). In view of the fact that proactive behavior might

change the status quo, which is not always welcomed by supervisors (Morrison and

Phelps 1999; Parker et al. 2010; Parker and Collins 2010), employees might balance

benefits and costs before engaging in these behaviors. Working in organizations with

authentic leaders who are more likely to be temperate and open to change, employees

may feel more comfortable engaging in proactive behavior. However, empirical studies

directly linking authentic leadership with employees’ proactive behavior are not suffi-

cient. Previous studies have examined the influences of authentic leadership on voice,

which is a form of employee proactive behavior (Morrison and Milliken 2000). How-

ever employee proactive behavior not only includes voice issues but is also about tak-

ing charge to improve working conditions (Morrison and Phelps 1999). In addition,

Morrison and Milliken (2000) call for longitudinal tests to verify the causal linkage

between authentic leadership and behaviors. The current research aims to fill in the

gap with a longitudinal design.

In the current research, we propose a theoretical model that mainly draws on

self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan 2000). SDT asserts that individuals

look forward to the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs (i.e., competence,

relatedness and autonomy), and these basic psychological needs are held to be po-

tent motivational forces that drive human attitudes, behavior, and well-being

(Rosen et al. 2014). SDT reveals how employees’ autonomous motivation affects

their behaviors. In addition, working under the supervision of an authentic leader

with high self-awareness and internalized moral perspective, employees are encour-

aged to share information and express their true thoughts and feelings. In this

process, they perceive high levels of autonomy, and enhanced self-efficacy. In order

to achieve their potential, they are likely to take proactive steps to go the extra

mile on behalf of their organization.

Therefore, according to SDT, authentic leadership might affect proactive behavior by

causing some changes in employees’ psychological outcomes (Rosen et al. 2014). How-

ever, research pertaining to the psychological mechanism through which authentic
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leadership influences employee proactive behavior is scarce. What is the psychological

mechanism through which this relationship is established? As SDT proposes, different

types of autonomous motivation including intrinsic, integrated, and identified motiva-

tions provide reasons to pursue change to achieve a different future. Working under

the supervision of an authentic leader characterized by relational transparency, self-

awareness and balanced processing, employees’ basic needs (e.g., autonomy) are more

likely to be met through the enhancement of their psychological or cognitive conditions

(e.g., the enhancement of their psychological empowerment). Employees with a high

level of psychological empowerment are likely to experience more competence, self-

determination and personal impact on their environment, which will increase their au-

tonomous motivation to drive proactive goal processes (Parker and Collins 2010). Ac-

cording to SDT, the satisfaction of one’s needs, such as the promotion of their

psychological empowerment, can be transferred into intrinsic motivation and drive

consequent behaviors. However, before conducting specific behaviors (e.g., proactive

behavior), employees tend to make a fundamental and thorough assessment about their

emotional resources and personal competence, as well as the degree to which they can

control these behaviors. In other words, their overall self-evaluation may serve as an

important bridge linking meeting needs and subsequent behaviors. Employees who are

psychologically empowered will feel competence and self-determination, as well as a

higher level of self-efficacy and self-control, which are very important factors for em-

ployees’ core self-evaluations (Judge et al. 2005). Therefore, we infer that psychological

empowerment and core self-evaluations can be used as mediating variables linking au-

thentic leadership and employees’ proactive behaviors. Furthermore, we explore what

the boundary condition of the mechanism of influence is. Because employees with high

levels of political skill can understand others effectively, and they are more likely to be-

have in appropriate ways in a given context (Ferris et al. 2005), the question then be-

comes whether relationship intensity differs among employees with different levels of

political skill. This study tries to address these issues.

Our study makes several theoretical contributions: first, we contribute to the litera-

ture on authentic leadership. We are the first to propose and test the positive rela-

tionship between authentic leadership and employee proactive behavior. Compared to

previous findings regarding authentic leadership and voice, our research deepens the

understanding of the effect of authentic leadership on employee behavior. Second,

drawing on SDT, we locate the sequential mediating effect of psychological empower-

ment and core self-evaluations in the relationship between authentic leadership and

employee proactive behavior, which can help people to get a better understanding of

its internal mechanisms. Third, employees’ political skill is demonstrated in this re-

search to serve as an important boundary condition influencing the indirect linkage

between authentic leadership and employee proactive behaviors through core self-

evaluations. Although authentic leadership can produce many positive results, the

results might be different for different employees. Fourth, our findings also enrich

the research results of proactive behavior and provide more antecedent explana-

tions for proactive behavior. Our findings also have practical implications for busi-

ness management, such as promoting employee proactive behavior, understanding

the value of authentic leadership behavior, and the importance of developing em-

ployees’ political skill.
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Our model is presented as follows (Fig. 1):
Theory and hypothesis
Authentic leadership and proactive behavior

Griffin et al. (2007) define proactive behavior as “the extent to which individuals

engage in self-starting, future oriented behavior to change their individual work sit-

uations, their individual work roles, or themselves”. It includes two dimensions:

proactive idea implementation and proactive problem solving (Parker et al. 2006).

Based on SDT and previous research results, we hypothesize that authentic leader-

ship promotes proactive behavior.

SDT (Deci and Ryan 2000) asserts that individuals who are satisfied with three basic

psychological needs (i.e., competence, relatedness and autonomy) might develop intrin-

sic motivation to drive behavior. These needs require that people pursue self-endorsed

values and goals (Ryan and Deci 2008), which is aligned with behaviors reflective of au-

thentic leadership. Leaders’ authentic behavior will increase the autonomy of them-

selves because of higher self-awareness and self-regulation (Gardner et al. 2005).

Leaders’ authenticity will set a model that influences subordinates. In light of this state-

ment, we infer that the four dimensions of authentic leadership can elicit employees’

motivation to behave proactively. Our reasoning is as follows:

Firstly, authentic leaders can enhance followers’ feelings of relatedness through rela-

tional transparency, and openly expressing their true thoughts and feelings. These ac-

tions are helpful to promote interpersonal understanding, and to lay a solid foundation

for a better relationship between leaders and followers. Secondly, authentic leaders with

high self-awareness and internalized moral identities can have a good idea of their im-

pact on followers. They have a clear understanding of how to stimulate employees’ in-

ternal motivation. For example, their willingness to share information (e.g., effective

working methods and new skills) in the workplace can increase employees’ sense of

competence. Thirdly, authentic leaders’ balanced processing can satisfy employees’

needs for autonomy and competence in many ways. For one thing, leaders prefer to en-

courage employees’ independent thinking and voicing behavior before leaders come to

a decision (Gardner et al. 2005), which is conducive to cultivating followers’ sense of com-

petence and autonomy. For another, authentic leadership tends to pay more attention to
Fig. 1 Authentic leadership and proactive behavior: a sequential mediating model



Zhang et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China  (2018) 12:5 Page 5 of 21
building a climate of trust and promotes interpersonal assistance among employees,

which may improve employees’ self-efficacy and satisfy their needs for competence.

In conclusion, through their own words and deeds, authentic leadership can meet the

three basic needs of subordinates and their intrinsic motivation for proactively improving

their work and situations. According to the above argument, we propose the following

hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Authentic leadership is positively related to employees’ proactive behavior.
The mediating role of core self-evaluations

According to SDT, the need for competence and autonomy contribute to intrinsic motiv-

ation (Greguras and Diefendorff 2009). As discussed above, authentic leadership can pro-

mote employee proactive behavior by fulfilling his/her three basic needs. Therefore, it will

be of great value to clarify this relationship so as to understand why authentic leadership

can promote employees’ proactive behavior. In this section, we propose that core self-

evaluations can serve as a bridge to link these two constructs. Core self-evaluations is de-

fined as “fundamental assessments that people make about their worthiness, competence,

and capabilities” (Judge et al. 2005), which include four self-evaluative components: self-

esteem, generalized self-efficacy, emotional stability, and locus of control (Judge et al.

2003). Although core self-evaluations has previously been regarded as relatively stable, in

recent years, scholars have proposed that core self-evaluations can be malleable (Bowling

et al. 2010; Chang et al. 2012; Nübold et al. 2013). For example, Orth et al. (2010) empiric-

ally found people’s self-esteem, which is one important element of core self-evaluations,

can change over time. Some studies have found mean-level changes in neuroticism over

time (Roberts et al. 2006).

SDT asserts that the satisfaction of employees’ three basic needs can stimulate their in-

trinsic motivation to engage in proactive behaviors (Deci and Ryan 2000). Integrating SDT

and the above statements, it is reasonable to argue that the increase of one’s core self-evalu-

ations can be treated as one important indicator of meeting these three basic needs to

some extent. In this paper, we propose that authentic leadership can promote employees’

core self-evaluations, and in turn yield more proactive behaviors for following reasons:

Firstly, one important feature of authentic leadership is balanced processing. With

this character, leaders are likely to allow employees to participate in decision-making,

which can increase employees’ self-esteem and self-efficacy (Clapp-Smith et al. 2009;

Laschinger et al. 2015). In addition, participative decision-making implies the oppor-

tunity an individual has in exercising control over matters that relate to his/her work

and work outcomes (Liu et al. 2012). Thus, authentic leadership can enhance em-

ployees’ sense of control. Secondly, research has shown that authentic leadership can

increase employees’ psychological capital (i.e., self-efficacy, optimism, hope and resili-

ence) (Rego et al. 2012, 2016) and can also increase their positive emotions (Hsiung

2012; Zhou et al. 2014). According to the conservation of resources theory, adequate

psychological resources are essential for people to control their emotions; thus, it is

reasonable to argue that authentic leadership can increase people’s emotional stability.

Therefore, when employees perceive authentic leadership, they will increase their self-

esteem and self-efficacy, and acquire emotional stability and self-control, so as to im-

prove their core self-evaluations.
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With regards to the relationship between core self-evaluations and proactive behavior,

we argue that core self-evaluations can predict employee proactive behavior in many ways.

For one, core self-evaluations describe employees’ level of positive self-regard. High levels

of core self-evaluations may alleviate individuals’ concerns about potential risks and obsta-

cles involving proactive behaviors (Judge et al. 1997, 1998), because they have confidence

in their knowledge, skills, and abilities to anticipate, plan and control their environment

(e.g., Judge et al. 2005), and will exhibit more persistence (Wanberg et al. 2005). For an-

other, people with high level core self-evaluations tend to engage in greater social

network-building activity during socialization (Johnson et al. 2010). These strong social

networks may help them succeed in proactive behaviors.

To sum up, we expect that employees with high core self-evaluations are more likely to

engage in proactive behavior, thus strengthening the relationship between authentic lead-

ership and proactive behavior. Taken together, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: Employees’ core self-evaluations mediate the relationship between au-

thentic leadership and employees’ proactive behavior.
The mediating role of psychological empowerment

Psychological empowerment is defined as a psychological state that employees must ex-

perience for managerial empowerment interventions to be successful, which comprises

four main dimensions: meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact (Meyerson

and Kline 2008; Spreitzer 1995). Previous studies have demonstrated the positive relation-

ship between authentic leadership and employee psychological empowerment

(Shapiralishchinsky and Tsemach 2014; Valsania et al. 2016; Zaabi et al. 2016; Zhu 2008).

Drawing from SDT, the three basic psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and

relatedness—are crucial for human functioning (Deci and Ryan 2000; Ryan and Deci 2008).

Some empirical studies have shown that psychological empowerment is linked with a wide

range of positive organizational behaviors and outcomes, such as job satisfaction, job com-

mitment, creative performance, customer satisfaction and work engagement (Jaiswal and

Dhar 2016; Mathieu et al. 2006; Ugwu et al. 2014; Wang and Liu 2015; Wei et al. 2010).

In this paper, we suggest that psychological empowerment can improve employees’ core

self-evaluations. Employees with high levels of psychological empowerment will have

more autonomy and can exert more impact on their work, which can boost their self-

esteem and self-efficacy. In addition, feelings of competence, self-determination, and im-

pact involved in psychological empowerment can make employees experience a sense of

control over their tasks and environment, which may, to some extent, contribute to the

shift of their locus of control from external to internal. On the basis of the foregoing state-

ment, we formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Psychological empowerment mediates the relationship between authen-

tic leadership and core self-evaluations.

In addition, we propose that psychological empowerment can predict employee pro-

active behavior. SDT suggests that individuals whose basic psychological needs (compe-

tence, relatedness and autonomy) are satisfied in the organization will exhibit contextually

required behaviors. Researchers show that employees with autonomy (like self-

determination) are more likely to engage in proactive behaviors, including problem-

solving and idea implementation (Parker et al. 2006; Zhang 2010). In fact, previous
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research, such as the effects of psychological empowerment on feedback-seeking behavior

and role expansion, has provided some evidence supporting this view (Axtell and Parker

2003; Parker et al. 1997).

Based on the above statements, we predict that authentic leadership will promote

proactive behavior via psychological empowerment:

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ psychological empowerment mediates the relationship be-

tween authentic leadership and employees’ proactive behavior.
Sequential mediating effects of psychological empowerment and core self-evaluations

As noted above, authentic leadership, psychological empowerment, and core self-

evaluations are all antecedents of proactive behavior. In Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 4,

we examine the independent mediation between authentic leadership and proactive be-

havior respectively. In Hypotheses 3, we infer authentic leadership has a positive influence

on core self-evaluations through psychological empowerment. Furthermore, we suggest

psychological empowerment and core self-evaluations might exert a sequential mediating

effect between authentic leadership and proactive behavior. That is, authentic leadership

can increase employee psychological empowerment, in turn improve his/her core self-

evaluations, and finally increase employee willingness to perform more proactively.

In conclusion, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Employees’ psychological empowerment and core self-evaluations se-

quentially mediate the relationship between authentic leadership and employees’ pro-

active behavior.
The moderating role of political skill

Political skill is defined as “the ability to effectively understand others at work and to use

such knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s personal and/or

organizational objectives” (Ferris et al. 2005, p. 127). Political skill includes four dimen-

sions: apparent sincerity, social astuteness, interpersonal influence, and networking ability

(Ferris et al. 2005, 2007). Previous multiple studies have shown political skill is related to

job performance (Bing et al. 2011; Ferris et al. 2005; Shi et al. 2011). With the ability of ef-

fectively understanding others, these individuals are more likely to behave in appropriate

ways in the given context (Ferris et al. 2005). Clearly, individuals with more political skill

will be better satisfied with their need for competence and relatedness needs, and achieve

some valued outcomes (La Guardia et al. 2000) and feel connected to and understood by

others (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Yang et al. 2015). Therefore, according to SDT, it is

reasonable to introduce political skill as a boundary condition of proactive behavior.

We propose that political skill will moderate the positive relationship between core self-

evaluations and proactive behavior. Although people with high levels of core self-

evaluations have intrinsic motivations to perform well at work (Chiang et al. 2014), the

final outcome may not be as they wish because interpersonal interaction might also play

an important role in the workplace. Therefore, we argue that the strength of the relation-

ship between core self-evaluations and employee proactive behavior depends on their pol-

itical skill in the organization. First, political skill is especially important for proactive

employees. Those who are proactive are usually predisposed to challenge the status quo,

and often deviate from norms and supervisor expectations (Grant and Ashford 2008;

http://www.so.com/link?url=http%3A%2F%2Fdict.youdao.com%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dinterpersonal%2520interaction%26keyfrom%3Dhao360&q=%E4%BA%BA%E9%99%85%E4%BA%92%E5%8A%A8+%E8%8B%B1%E6%96%87&ts=1504189479&t=a0f53f9690fafa93f6eaa7a27ef4a92


Zhang et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China  (2018) 12:5 Page 8 of 21
Grant et al. 2011), which may threaten the position of leaders or damage the interests of

other employees. In this case, we argue that political skill can help focal employees to ef-

fectively cope with pressure from their leader and colleagues, because employees who are

politically skilled excel in interpersonal interaction and thrive in social situations (Breland

et al. 2007). Second, in today’s interdependent environment, it is hard for an individual to

do a good job without the necessary assistance from others. Political skill can enable indi-

viduals to effectively understand social cues (Ferris et al. 2005), and construct extensive

social networks (Breland et al. 2007). Thus it is reasonable to conclude that high political

skill will strengthen the relationship between employees’ core self-evaluations and their

proactive behavior. Based on the above statement, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: Political skill moderates the positive relationship between core self-

evaluations and proactive behavior in such a way that the relationship is stronger when

political skill is high rather than when it is low.

In addition, we argue that political skill will also moderate the indirect relationship

between authentic leadership and proactive behavior. On the one hand, politically

skilled individuals have the ability to understand situational demands at work, and are

more likely to accurately perceive their authentic leaders’ expectations. Thus, they will

perform more proactively to live up to their leader’s expectations. On the other hand,

politically skilled individuals are more sensitive to others’ requirements. Because of

their influential, appropriate behaviors and genuineness, they are more likely to be rele-

vant in others’ eyes and may develop more trust and confidence in themselves (Ferris

et al. 2007). According to Hypothesis 1, we propose that authentic leadership will in-

spire employees’ proactive behavior because authentic behavior can satisfy employees’

three basic needs. Obviously, employees with high levels of political skill have the abil-

ity to build a better relationship with leaders because they are able to effectively under-

stand others at work and influence others to realize one personal and/or organizational

objectives (Ferris et al. 2005). Therefore, it is possible that when political skill is high,

authentic leadership will have a stronger influence on proactive behavior.

By integrating the logic associated with Hypotheses 2 and 6, we propose a mediated

moderation framework: core self-evaluations are posited to mediate the relationships

between authentic leadership and proactive behavior, and political skill moderates the

core self-evaluations-proactive behavior linkage. We predict that the mediated relation-

ships captured by Hypothesis 2 will be stronger when political skill is high. Thus, we

propose a third-stage, indirect moderating effect of political skill in the relationship be-

tween authentic leadership and proactive behavior as follows:

Hypothesis 7: Political skill moderates the indirect relationships between authentic

leadership and proactive behavior through core self-evaluations, such that the indirect

effects of authentic leadership will be stronger under conditions of high political skill.
Methods
Sample and procedures

Our samples are comprised of full-time employees who are working in two manufac-

turing companies in China (one is a household electrical appliance enterprise in Beijing

and the other is a petrochemical equipment company in Luoyang city). To minimize

common method variance, we employed a time-lagged design in gathering our data
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wherein we administered surveys at three time points. The questionnaires were coded

to match the surveys of supervisors and employees. In the first survey (Time 1), team

members were asked to evaluate authentic leadership of their team supervisor and their

own perception of psychological empowerment. Demographic data were also collected

in this survey. About a month later (Time 2), team members filled out the second sur-

vey on core self-evaluations and political skill. At Time 3, which took place 1 month

after Time 2, team supervisors assessed their subordinates’ proactive behavior.

Our investigators distributed the questionnaires with envelopes to participants. All partici-

pants were assured of the confidentiality of their responses. After completion of the question-

naires, the participants returned them directly to our investigators in an enclosed envelope.

At Time 1, we distributed 66 questionnaires to leaders and 320 questionnaires to em-

ployees and received 65 useful responses from leaders and 314 from employees (response

rate 98.48 and 98.12%, respectively). At Time 2, we distributed 65 and 303 questionnaires to

leaders and employees, while receiving 65 valid response from leaders and 291 from em-

ployees (response rate 100 and 96.03%, respectively). At Time 3, we distributed 65 question-

naires to leaders and 287 to employees, and received 65 valid response from leaders and

284 from employees (response rate 100 and 98.95%, respectively). As a result of administer-

ing the three surveys, we obtained a paired dataset composed of 64 team supervisors (97.0%

response rate) and 275 team members (85.9% response rate). In the final sample, 54.9%

were men; the average age of employees was about 35.33 years (s.d. = 7.40; 32.3% were be-

tween 20 and 30 years old, 42.7% between 31 and 40, 21.9% between 41 and 50, and 3.2%

were older than 51); the average working time in the organization was about 6.09 years

while the average working time with their team supervisor was about 4.27 years; subordi-

nates interacted with their current supervisors “less than three times per week” (29.8%),

“3~ 6 times per week” (31.6%), “7~ 10 times per week” (19.6%), “11~ 15 times per week”

(8.0%), or “more than 15 times per week” (10.9%).

Measures

To ensure the reliability and validity of the research instrument, we used a standard trans-

lation and back-translation procedure (Brislin 1980) to translate previously published

English scales into Chinese. Unless otherwise noted, all the measures described here are

six-point scales, ranging from 1, “strongly disagree”, to 6, “strongly agree”.

Authentic leadership

We adapted a 16-item scale developed by Neider and Schriesheim (2011) to measure au-

thentic leadership. This scale contains four items for each of the four components of au-

thentic leadership: self-awareness, relational transparency, moral perspective and balanced

processing. Sample items include “She/he clearly knows his/her likes and dislikes (self-

awareness)”; “She/he clearly states what she/he means (relational transparency)”; “She/he

shows consistency between his/her beliefs and actions (moral perspective)” and “She/he

asks for ideas that challenge his/her core beliefs (balanced processing)”. Cronbach’s alpha

for the 16-item total scale is 0.91.

Psychological empowerment

We measure psychological empowerment with Spreitzer (1995)’s scale, which consists

of 12 items used to assess the extent to which individuals experience four components
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of psychological empowerment: meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact.

Sample items include “The work I do is very important to me (meaning)”; “I am

confident about my ability to do my job (competence)”; “I have significant autonomy in

determining how I do my job (self-determination)”; and “I have a great deal of control

over what happens in my department (impact)”. Cronbach’s alpha for the 12-item total

psychological empowerment scale is 0.78.

Core self-evaluations

We use a 12-item scale from the Core Self-Evaluations Scale (Judge et al. 2003) to assess

personal core self-evaluations. For example, one item is “I am confident I get the success I

deserve in life”. The Cronbach’s alpha value for the 12 items is 0.82.

Proactive behavior

To measure proactive behavior, we use the 8-item scale that Yang et al. (2016) revised to

measure proactive behavior in China, with team leader evaluating their team subordinates.

These items originally came from Griffin et al. (2007)’s work. A sample item is “Come up

with ideas to improve the way in which your core tasks are done”. Cronbach’s alpha is 0.94.

Political skill

We use an 18-item scale adapted from Ferris et al. (2005)’s to measure follower political

skill. A sample item is “I spend a lot of time and effort at work networking with

others”. The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale is 0.91.

Control variables

We include several control variables in this study to address possible alternative expla-

nations of authentic leadership and proactive behavior. Firstly, we collected data from

two companies, so we use a categorical variable (1 = the household electrical appliance

enterprise in Beijing; 2 = the petrochemical equipment company in Luoyang) to tap the

difference between two companies (e.g. firm size etc.). As well, we use a dummy vari-

able to identify whether employees in these teams are also leaders in another team

(called as Leader-member), as a result of the nested organization. We also control for

employee demographics, including gender (0 =male; 1 = female), age (in years), working

time with supervisors (in months), and working time in the organization (in months).

Finally, the interaction frequency is controlled because it shows whether followers have

a “closer” relationship with their leader (Antonakis and Atwater 2002), which may im-

pact the relationship between authentic leadership and employees’ proactive behavior.
Descriptive statistics

Table 1 displays the means, standard deviations, reliabilities and Pearson correlations

for all the targeted variables in this study. As shown in Table 1, authentic leadership is

positively related to psychological empowerment (r = 0.32, p < 0. 01), core self-

evaluations (r = 0.18, p < 0. 01), and proactive behavior (r = 0.12, p < 0. 05). Psycho-

logical empowerment relates positively to core self-evaluations (r = 0.28, p < 0. 01), and

proactive behavior (r = 0.12, p < 0. 05). Core self-evaluations are positively related to

proactive behavior (r = 0.12, p < 0. 10) and follower political skill (r = 0.35, p < 0. 01),

which provides initial evidence in support of our hypothesized relationships. Cronbach’s

alpha for all the scales is within acceptable limits (>0.7).



Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Leader-member .21 .41 –

2. Company 1.47 .50 .06 –

3. Follower age 35.33 7.40 .26** .18** –

4. Follower
gender

1.45 .50 −.09 −.30** .03 –

5. Working time
with supervisors

51.24 44.41 .49** .01 .31** −.03 –

6. Working time
in organization

73.06 58.33 .50** .12* .45** −.00 .75** –

7. Interaction
frequency

2.39 1.29 .00 −.02 −.08 −.05 .00 −.01 –

8. Authentic
leadership (T1)

4.63 .67 .09 −.22** −.07 .05 −.03 −.09 .34** (.91)

9. Psychological
empowerment (T1)

4.61 .60 .13* .00 .17** .02 .11 .07 .17** .32** (.78)

10. Core self-
evaluations (T2)

4.14 .55 .11 .04 .14* −.01 .08 .08 .20** .18** .28** (.82)

11. Proactive
behavior (T3)

4.03 .80 −.02 −.21** −.01 .16* .09 .11 −.01 .12* .12* .12+ (.94)

12. Follower
political skill (T2)

4.04 .63 .09 .04 .00 −.17** .10 .09 .03 .24** .25** .35** .01 (.91)

N = 275. Cronbach’s alphas are reported in the parentheses on the diagonal
**p < .01; *p < .05; +p < .10 (two-tailed)
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Results
Confirmatory factor analysis

To examine the fit of the five-factor model, we performed a CFA by using AMOS 22 be-

fore testing the hypotheses. The five-factor model includes authentic leadership, psycho-

logical empowerment, core self-evaluations, proactive behavior and follower political skill.

The proposed model demonstrates an acceptable fit (χ2/df = 1.60; NFI = 0.96; IFI = 0.98;

TLI = 0.98; CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.05). In order to examine the discriminant validity, we

compared the five-factor model with four alternative models (four-factor model, three-

factor model, two-factor and single-factor model). The CFA results for the alternative

models (Table 2) showed a poorer fit than the proposed five-factor model, which indicates

that our variables are distinguishable.
Tests of hypotheses

We used hierarchical regression analyses in SPSS 23 to test the simple mediation models

and the moderation model (Hypotheses 1 to 4, Hypotheses 6). To test the sequential medi-

ation model (Hypotheses 5) and the moderated mediation model (Hypotheses 7), we

adopted a bootstrapping analysis by using the PROCESS program in SPSS provided by

Hayes (2013), which could test the conditional indirect effect to provide support for the se-

quential mediation and moderated mediation model.

Hypothesis 1 proposes that authentic leadership is positively related to proactive be-

havior. As shown in Table 3 (Model 2), after we took into account the control variables,

we found that authentic leadership is marginal significantly and positively related to

employees’ proactive behavior (β = 0.12, p< 0.10). Thus, Hypothesis 1 is basically

supported.



Table 2 Confirmatory factor analysis

Model Factor χ2/
df

NFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA

Five-factor model 1.60 0.96 0.98 0.98 0.98 0.05

Four-factor model: authentic leadership and psychological
empowerment combined

6.19 0.83 0.85 0.82 0.85 0.14

Three-factor model: authentic leadership, psychological empowerment,
and core self-evaluations combined

9.64 0.72 0.74 0.70 0.74 0.18

Two-factor model: authentic leadership, psychological empowerment,
and core self-evaluations combined; proactive behavior and political skill
combined

18.46 0.45 0.47 0.39 0.46 0.25

Single-factor model 25.06 0.24 0.25 0.16 0.24 0.29

Decision value of each index < 5 >
0.9

>
0.9

>
0.9

>
0.9

< 0.08

N = 275
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We applied Baron and Kenny (1986)’s strategy to test the mediating effect with multiple

regressions. Hypothesis 2 proposes that core self-evaluations mediate the relationship be-

tween authentic leadership and proactive behavior. Results in Table 3 demonstrate that

authentic leadership is significantly and positively related to core self-evaluations (Model

8, β = 0.14, p < 0.05). Authentic leadership is significantly and positively related to em-

ployee proactive behavior (H1). When core self-evaluations are included in regression

analyses, core self-evaluations are significantly and positively related to proactive behavior

(Model 3, β = 0.12, p < 0.10), but the significant effect of authentic leadership and pro-

active behavior become insignificant (Model 3, β = 0.10, n.s). These results indicate that

core self-evaluations fully mediate the relationship between authentic leadership and pro-

active behavior. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported.
Table 3 Regression results testing the mediating effect of psychological empowerment and core
self-evaluations

Variable Proactive behavior Psychological
empowerment

Core self-evaluations

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 M9

Leader-member − 0.08 − 0.10 − 0.11 − 0.11 0.10 0.05 0.08 0.05 0.04

Company −0.19** − 0.17* − 0.17** − 0.17** 0.00 0.06 0.02 0.05 0.04

Follower age −0.05 − 0.05 − 0.07 − 0.08 0.19** 0.18** 0.15* 0.14* 0.11

Follower gender 0.10 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.04 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00

Working time with supervisor 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.01 0.10 0.11 0.04 0.04 0.02

Working time in organization 0.20* 0.22* 0.22* 0.23* −0.14 −0.10 −0.05 − 0.04 −0.01

Interaction frequency −0.01 −0.05 − 0.07 −0.06 0.18** 0.08 0.21** 0.16* 0.15*

Authentic leadership 0.12+ 0.10 0.09 0.30** 0.14* 0.08

Psychological empowerment 0.11+ 0.20**

Core self-evaluations 0.12*

R2 0.08 0.09 0.11 0.08 0.08 0.15 0.07 0.09 0.12

F 3.32** 3.36** 1.50 2.05* 3.16** 23.22** 2.90** 3.17** 4.07**

ΔR2 0.08 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.08 0.07 0.07 0.02 0.03

ΔF 3.32** 3.43+ 3.48** 7.10** 0.83 6.54* 2.90** 4.78* 10.39**

Standardized coefficients are reported. +p < 0.10,*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two -tailed)
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Hypothesis 3 proposes that psychological empowerment mediates the relationship be-

tween authentic leadership and core self-evaluations. Results in Table 3 demonstrate

that authentic leadership is significantly and positively related to psychological em-

powerment (Model 6, β = 0.30, p < 0.01). Authentic leadership is significantly and posi-

tively related to core self-evaluations (Model 8, β = 0.14, p < 0.05). When psychological

empowerment is included in regression analysis, psychological empowerment is signifi-

cantly and positively related to core self-evaluations (Model 9, β = 0.20, p < 0.01), but

the significant effect of authentic leadership and core self-evaluations becomes insignifi-

cant (Model 9, β = 0.08, n.s). These results indicate that psychological empowerment

fully mediates the relationship between authentic leadership and core self-evaluations.

Thus, Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Hypothesis 4 proposes that psychological empowerment mediates the relationship be-

tween authentic leadership and proactive behavior. Results in Table 3 demonstrate that

authentic leadership is significantly and positively related to psychological empowerment

(Model 6, β = 0.30, p < 0.01). Authentic leadership is significantly and positively related to

proactive behavior (H1). When psychological empowerment is included in regression ana-

lyses, psychological empowerment is marginally significantly and positively related to pro-

active behavior (Model 4, β = 0.11, p < 0.10), but the significant effect of authentic

leadership and proactive behavior becomes insignificant (Model 4, β = 0.09, n.s). These re-

sults indicate that psychological empowerment fully mediates the relationship between

authentic leadership and proactive behavior. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is supported.

In order to test the hypothesis of whether psychological empowerment and core self-

evaluations sequentially mediate the impact of authentic leadership on employee proactive

behavior, we performed a sequential mediation analyses (Model 6 as described in PROCESS,

10,000) with bootstrapping methods. As shown in Table 4, the total indirect effect of au-

thentic leadership on employee proactive behavior is found to be significant (β = 0.0513,

95%CI = [0.0051, 0.1188]). While testing for sequential multiple mediation, the specific in-

direct effect of authentic leadership on employee proactive behavior through both psycho-

logical empowerment and core self-evaluations is found to be significant with a point

estimate of 0.0076 and a 95% confidence interval between 0.0004 and 0.0251, providing full

support for Hypothesis 5. Hence, this study shows that psychological empowerment and

core self-evaluations sequentially mediate the relationship between authentic leadership and

employee proactive behavior.

Hypothesis 6 predicts an interaction effect. According to Table 5 (Model 4), the inter-

action term between core self-evaluations and follower political skill is significant and
Table 4 Total effect, direct effect, indirect effect of authentic leadership on proactive behavior

Path Effect SE/Boot SE t p LLCI ULCI

Total effect 0.1428 0.0771 1.8514 0.0652 −0.0091 0.2947

Direct effect 0.0915 0.0800 1.1438 0.2538 −0.0660 0.2491

Indirect effect Total 0.0513 0.0281 0.0051 0.1188

AL→ PE→ PB 0.0334 0.0250 −0.0090 0.0922

AL→ CSE→ PB 0.0102 0.0103 −0.0030 0.0412

AL→ PE→ CSE→ PB 0.0076 0.0057 0.0004 0.0251

Lower and higher conditions are 1 standard deviation above and below the mean. Bootstrapped 95% confidence
intervals are derived from 10,000 replications. SE standard error, CI confidence interval, AL authentic leadership, PE
psychological empowerment, CSE core self-evaluations, PB proactive behavior
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positive (β = 0.15, p < 0.05), indicating that follower political skill positively moderates

the relation between core self-evaluations and proactive behavior. In order to further

verify H6, we tested the significance of the simple slopes when core self-evaluations

predicts employee proactive behavior at higher (1 SD above the mean) and lower (1 SD

below the mean) levels of follower political skill, and plotted the moderation of follower

political skill according to Aiken and West (1991). As shown in Fig. 2, the positive rela-

tionship between core self-evaluations and employee proactive behavior is stronger

when follower political skill is high (β = 0.33, p < 0.01) than when it is low (β = 0.12,

n.s). Taken together, Hypothesis 6 is supported.

H7 predicts that the indirect effect of authentic leadership on employee proactive be-

havior via core self-evaluations is moderated by follower political skill. Table 6 presents

the indirect effect of authentic leadership on employee proactive behavior at higher (1

SD above the mean) and lower (1 SD below the mean) levels of follower political skill

by using the PROCESS program (Model 14). As shown in Table 6, when follower polit-

ical skill is high, authentic leadership has an indirect effect on proactive behavior via

core self-evaluations (β = 0.0469, 95%CI = [0.0095, 0.1149]). When follower political

skill is low, the indirect effect of authentic leadership on proactive behavior via core

self-evaluations is not significant (β =0.0035, 95%CI = [− 0.0161, 0.0349]), where the

95% bias–corrected confidence interval contains zero. Thus, Hypothesis 7 is supported.

Discussion
The main aim of this paper is to deepen our understanding of why and how au-

thentic leadership exerts influence on employee proactive behavior. Analysis of data

from 275 subordinate-supervisor dyads at two private companies in China shows

that the seven hypotheses about the influence of authentic leadership on employee

proactive behavior through the sequential mediating effects of psychological em-

powerment and core-self evaluations, and the moderating effect of political skill
Table 5 Regression results testing the moderating effect of follower political skill

Variable Proactive behavior

M1 M2 M3 M4

Leader-member −0.08 −0.09 −0.09 − 0.10

Company −0.19** − 0.19** −0.19** − 0.21**

Follower age −0.05 − 0.07 −0.07 − 0.08

Follower gender 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.08

Working time with supervisor 0.00 −0.01 −0.01 − 0.03

Working time in organization 0.20* 0.21* 0.21* 0.23*

Interaction frequency −0.01 − 0.04 −0.04 − 0.05

Core self-evaluations 0.14* 0.14* 0.16*

Follower political skill −0.01 0.00

Z Core self-evaluations*Z Follower political skill 0.15*

R2 0.08 0.10 0.10 0.12

F 3.32** 3.58** 3.17** 3.51**

ΔR2 0.08 0.02 0.00 0.02

ΔF 3.32** 5.04* 0.02 5.97*

Standardized coefficients are reported. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two -tailed)
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are verified. We first examine the direct effect of authentic leadership on proactive behav-

ior (Hypotheses 1), and unfortunately, the result is only marginally significant. Nevertheless,

some articles on statistical testing methods indicate that the existence of a mediating effect

does not need the premise of a significant main effect (Mackinnon et al. 2000; Shrout and

Bolger 2002). It is still meaningful to explore the mediation mechanism of the model when

the main effect is not sufficiently significant (Preacher and Hayes 2004; Zhao et al. 2010).

Therefore, our findings are acceptable. Then we examine the mediating role of psycho-

logical empowerment and core self-evaluations. The results indicate that psychological em-

powerment and core self-evaluations not only exert a mediating role, but also sequentially

mediate the relationship between authentic leadership and employee proactive behavior.

Furthermore, in order to gain a better understanding of the boundary conditions by which

authentic leadership exerts its influence, we explore the moderating role of employee polit-

ical skill and find that political skill positively moderates the relation between core self-

evaluations and proactive behavior. That is, for those with high levels of political skill, the

relationship is stronger. With these findings, this study attempts to add new value to current

theoretical research and management practice. In the following sections, we further inter-

pret the theoretical contribution and practical implications of this study.
Theoretical implications

Our study makes four significant theoretical contributions to extant research.
Table 6 Conditional indirect effect of authentic leadership on proactive behavior

Effect Boot SE LLCI ULCI

Low political skill 0.0035 0.0121 −0.0161 0.0349

Mean political skill 0.0252 0.0153 0.0036 0.0672

High political skill 0.0469 0.0255 0.0095 0.1149

Lower and higher conditions are 1 standard deviation above and below the mean. Bootstrapped 95% confidence
intervals are derived from 10,000 replications. SE standard error, CI confidence interval
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First, we contribute to the literature on authentic leadership by proposing and verifying the

positive relationship between authentic leadership and employee proactive behavior. Al-

though previous studies have provided evidence of the positive linkage between authentic

leadership and voice behavior, research on proactive behavior is lacking. Our study fills the

gap of understanding the relationship between authentic leadership and the proactive behav-

ior of employees.

Second, we develop the sequential mediating mechanism of the relationship. Drawing

upon SDT, we contend that psychological empowerment and core self-evaluations can

serve as useful lenses to the understanding of this relationship and verify this empirically.

These two constructs not only work alone, but could also exert sequential mediating ef-

fects linking authentic leadership and employee proactive behavior. These findings are of

great importance, as they provide insights into how leaders’ authenticity could influence

employees’ psychological perceptions and core self-evaluations, which in turn affects their

behavior.

Third, we verify that political skill serves as a moderator during the influence process

of authentic leadership on proactive behavior. This finding is valuable because it ex-

plains how employee political skill is an important boundary condition between the re-

lationship of authentic leadership and proactive behavior. More importantly, we explain

this effect from the perspective of SDT. Thus, we integrate the authentic leadership,

employee proactive behavior, and political skill literature within the framework of SDT,

and aim to promote the development of SDT.

Fourth, we advance the literature on proactive behavior. The past several decades have

seen a rapid increase in the interest in leaders’ influence on their subordinates. Yet few

empirical studies have explored the role played by authentic leadership in facilitating sub-

ordinate proactive behavior. In this research, we propose and empirically verify authentic

leadership as an antecedent to subordinate proactive behavior. We also show that psycho-

logical empowerment and core self-evaluations can serve as a sequential mediating mech-

anism and that political skill can act as an important boundary condition during the

process, which enriches the current research on proactive behavior.
Practical implications

Apart from theoretical contributions, our study has valuable practical implications as

well.

First, this study shows the importance of authentic leadership, which is characterized by

self-awareness, balanced processing, an internalized moral perspective and relational

transparency. As demonstrated in the present research, authentic leadership can enhance

employee psychological empowerment, core self-evaluations, and in turn increase their

proactive behavior. Therefore, authentic features should be given considerable weight in

the process of selecting managers. In addition, effective measures should be taken to im-

plement training and development activities aimed at increasing authentic leadership. For

example, leaders should learn how to openly share information with followers, to provide

followers with an opportunity to participate in decision-making processes, and to motiv-

ate them to share their opinions.

Second, in light of the importance of political skill, managers should strive to seek

employees who possess some level of this skill, as these kinds of individuals might find
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it easier to effectively adapt to any work environment. In fact, considerable importance

has been attached to political skill. For example, although proactive behaviors are bene-

ficial to the functioning of the organization, employees also face the risk of offending

and threatening their supervisors. Therefore, for the sake of safety, employees with rela-

tively low levels of political skill may hesitate to behave proactively.

Third, leaders should also bear it in mind that employees may respond differently to

their authentic leadership behaviors. As shown in this study, for followers with high

levels of political skill, leaders’ authentic behaviors can elicit more proactive behavior.

On the contrary, low levels of political skill may attenuate the positive effect of authen-

tic leadership behaviors. From this point of view, leaders need to adopt different leader-

ship styles directed at employees in accordance with their varied qualities.
Limitations and future directions

Several limitations in this study should be acknowledged. First, we only measure general

proactive behavior. Indeed, there are various kinds of proactive behaviors, such as voice,

taking charge and feedback-seeking behavior. Although these behaviors are proactive in

nature, their points of focus may be different from each other; thus, the predicting power

of authentic leadership on these different behaviors could be different. We suggest future

research differentiates these behaviors and explores the predicting power of authentic

leadership on each in detail.

Secondly, in order to verify the causality of variables used in our theoretical model, we

collect superior-subordinate dyad data from three time points (Time 1, Time 2, and Time

3). Even so, we cannot fully ascertain the causal relationship of these variables, because

two of these variables (i.e., authentic leadership and psychological empowerment) are

measured at the same time (Time 1). Therefore, future studies can extend our study by

collecting data at four time points or adopt a within-person design to capture change dy-

namics and causal relationships.

Third, previous studies find a certain degree of overlap between authentic leader-

ship and other leadership behaviors, such as transformational leadership, ethical

leadership and servant leadership (Hoch et al. 2016). Thus, whether authentic lead-

ership could exert influence on employee proactive behavior beyond and above

other leadership styles is uncertain. We suggest future research to further investi-

gate the relationships proposed in this study after controlling for other related but

different leadership styles.

Fourth, our data is collected from two large companies. Given the differences between

different industries and areas, the external validity of the present research might be not

that strong, and we suggest future scholars to examine our hypothesis with more data. In

addition, because the main effect of authentic leadership and proactive behavior is mar-

ginally significant, we speculate it might be due to the limited sample size of our current

research which is not enough to verify the significant effect of the relationship between

authentic leadership and proactive behavior. Future studies can increase the sample size

and test the main effect.

Fifth, we adopt a self-determination perspective to illustrate our model, but have not

been able to test the three basic psychological needs. In the future, researchers might add

basic psychological needs variables for comparative studies.
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Last but not least, from the perspective of SDT, this study finds that psychological

empowerment and core self-evaluations play a sequential mediating role in the rela-

tionship between authentic leadership and proactive behavior. However, leaders might

influence their subordinates in many ways. Therefore, future researchers could further

investigate the relationship through other lenses, such as leader-member exchange, so-

cial learning and emotional contagion theories.

Conclusion
Given the critical role of proactive behavior in organizations, effective measures should be

taken to inspire employee proactivity. Based on SDT, this research excavates the psycho-

logical mechanism through which authentic leadership is positively related to employee pro-

active behavior, and we find that psychological empowerment and core self-evaluations play

a mediating role respectively and sequentially. Empirical evidence also indicates the moder-

ating effect of employee political skill in the relationship between core self-evaluations and

proactive behavior. Despite the limitations of this paper, we offer some valuable contribu-

tions to the discussion on authentic leadership and proactive behavior. We encourage future

research to pay more attention to the positive influence of authentic leadership together

with its internal mechanisms and boundary conditions.
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