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Abstract: This study suggests a comprehensive social learning model of empowering leadership
by focusing on the antecedents and processes of empowering leadership. Data were obtained from
subordinate–supervisor dyads from the South Korean Army. The results support the social learning of
empowering leadership. Specifically, the empowering leadership of high-level leaders facilitates that
of low-level leaders, and this relationship is mediated by leader-leader exchange (LLX). Additionally,
the results confirm the existence of a moderated mediation relationship among the constructs of
interest; that is, the exchange ideology of low-level leaders moderates the relationship between LLX
and their empowering leadership, such that the relationship is stronger when the exchange ideology
is weak rather than strong. Thus, a weak exchange ideology strengthens the indirect effects of the
empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of low-level leaders through LLX. Theoretical
and practical implications are also discussed.

Keywords: empowering leadership; social learning; leader-leader exchange (LLX); exchange
ideology

1. Introduction

Leadership is one of the most crucial contextual factors to enhance organizational
effectiveness [1–3]. Among the various leadership styles, empowering leadership has
received considerable attention in the field of leadership [4,5]. Although the concept of
empowering leadership has been in line with a stream of supportive leadership [6], partici-
pative leadership [7], and delegating behaviors covered in situational leadership theory [8],
this attention is based on the belief that employees who are given more opportunities for
self-direction and greater autonomy achieve higher performances. Empowering leader-
ship refers to the actions of a leader that accompany the process of sharing their power
or more responsibilities and autonomy with members [9,10]. Considerable research has
demonstrated that empowering leadership increases organizational commitment [1,11],
job satisfaction [12,13], employee creativity [14–16], and team performance [17].

Although many empirical studies have documented a significant positive relationship
between empowering leadership and desirable work delivery by members, there has
been a lack of research on the antecedents and processes of such leadership. To expand
our knowledge, comprehending the factors that promote empowering behaviors in a
leader that would bring positive outcomes to an organization and understanding of the
processes thereof are essential. Thus, this study investigates the antecedents of empowering
leadership vis-à-vis the social learning theory [18], which posits that individuals learn and
imitate behaviors when forming their own attitudes and behaviors. Specifically, this study
examines the effects of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders (leader’s leader or
leader’s supervisor) on that of low-level leaders.
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In the workplace, leaders are “linking-pins” connecting their subordinates and su-
pervisors [19,20]. Thus, it is necessary to investigate the impacts of high-level leaders’
understanding of the empowering behaviors of low-level leaders because such leaders
are their direct supervisors, and this can affect the behaviors and perceptions of the for-
mer. Moreover, leaders not only form exchange relationships with their subordinates
(i.e., leader-member exchange: LMX) but also form important relationships with their
direct supervisors through leader-leader exchange (LLX), which serves as a crucial link
within their network [20]. Accordingly, in social learning processes relating to empowering
leadership, the empowering leadership behaviors of low-level leaders can be influenced
by the quality of the exchange relationship that they have with their own supervisors (i.e.,
LLX). To explore the social learning processes of empowering leadership more closely,
this study examines the mediating role of LLX in the relationship between empowering
leadership of high-level leaders and that of low-level leaders.

Finally, this study further investigates the moderating effects of the exchange ideology
of low-level leaders in the relationship between LLX and empowering leadership. As an
individual factor considered in the social learning processes of empowering leadership,
exchange ideology refers to individuals’ belief system that the degree of their work efforts
is dependent on the treatment by the organization [21]. The extent of an intention to recip-
rocate favorable treatments by the subject of the exchange in interpersonal relationships
depends on the norm on reciprocity held by individuals [22,23]. Thus, this study examines
whether the exchange ideology of low-level leaders moderates the relationship between
LLX and their empowering leadership.

In summary, to advance our understanding of empowering leadership in work set-
tings, this study had three main objectives: First, this study examined the influence of the
empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of low-level leaders. Second, this
study investigated the mediating effect of LLX in the social learning process of empowering
leadership between high- and low-level leaders. Third, using moderated mediation, this
study investigated the moderating roles of exchange ideology in the relationship between
LLX and the empowering leadership of low-level leaders.

2. Hypotheses Development
2.1. Social Learning of Empowering Leadership

Empowering leadership as a process of sharing power and granting autonomy to em-
ployees includes five key dimensions such as leading by example, coaching, informing, par-
ticipative decision-making, and showing concern [24]. Many studies have suggested that
empowering leadership is an important driver toward delivering organizational efficacy
and desirable outcome variables by members [4,17,25,26]. For example, Ahearne et al. [4]
showed that empowering leadership facilitated salespersons’ adaptability and increased
their performance and service satisfaction. Srivastava et al. [17] demonstrated the pos-
itive effect of empowering leadership on knowledge sharing, team efficacy, and team
performance. Many other researchers also suggested the positive relationships between
empowering leadership and subordinates’ outcomes, and these include increased work
engagement [27], organizational citizenship behavior [5], leader effectiveness and affective
commitment through LMX [1], team creativity [25], core task proficiency and proactive
behaviors [28], safety behaviors [29], and employee well-being [30]. However, there is
a lack of research on the antecedents of empowering leadership. Indeed, most of the
empowering leadership literature has focused on documenting the positive outcomes of
empowering leadership and has devoted minimal attention to understanding what factors
can predict and lead to empowering leadership behaviors.

One of the main issues in the leadership literature relates to the following ques-
tion: “How can leaders learn or develop their leadership skills?” Many researchers have
suggested that the leader plays a decisive role in shaping the job-related attitudes and
behaviors of members in the work environment [31,32]. Accordingly, high-level leaders
can have a great influence on the attitudes and behaviors of low-level leaders through
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social learning [32]. Based on the social learning theory [18], individuals learn and imitates
the behaviors of others who they consider important when shaping their attitudes and be-
haviors [33]. Consequently, by imitating the desirable behaviors of their leader in the social
learning process, leaders can form and develop their own leadership pattern [34] because
a desirable and attractive leader can be an excellent role model whose behaviors can be
followed by others [33]. Therefore, by learning or imitating the empowering behaviors
of their superiors, leaders could increase the possibility of fostering their own empow-
ering leadership behaviors [34]. Furthermore, the leadership qualities of an upper-level
leader could affect the perceptive and behavioral processes of lower-level leaders and, thus,
their behaviors [35]. In a similar context, Schaubroeck et al. [34] suggested that from the
social learning theory perspective [18], the ethical leadership of lower-level leaders was
positively correlated with that of their upper-level leaders. They also found that ethical
culture and climate had direct and indirect influences on ethical behaviors transmitted
across multiple levels of an organizational hierarchy. Similarly, Schein [36] suggested that
“shared cultural elements” that were similar to organizational climates could be observable
and were referred to as surface-level cultural aspects. Schein [36] insisted that leaders at
hierarchical levels could influence the lower levels of an organization’s culture, such as
behavioral norms, policies, and standards. Based on the above-mentioned discussions, this
study hypothesizes that there is a positive relationship between empowering leadership of
the leaders at two levels.

Hypothesis 1. The empowering leadership of high-level leaders is positively related to that of
low-level leaders.

2.2. LLX and Empowering Leadership

In an organizational setting, leaders not only form exchange relationships with their
subordinates (i.e., LMX) but also form important relationships with their superiors within
the organizational network (i.e., LLX) [20]. leader-member exchange (LMX) theory posited
that leaders form different exchange relationships with their subordinates and that the
quality of this relationship influences their work-related attitudes and behaviors [37].
Based on social exchange theory [38], LMX theory explains the development of dyadic
linkages between a supervisor and an employee and the relationships between leadership
processes and outcomes. Thus, in the social learning processes of empowering leadership,
the empowering behaviors of low-level leaders can be influenced by the quality of the
exchange relationship that leaders have with their own supervisor (i.e., LLX). Although
studies on the relationship between empowering leadership and relations with exchange
partners, such as LMX or LLX, are limited, several previous studies have revealed a
positive relationship between the consultation of a leader and LMX [39]. Moreover, many
researchers have demonstrated a significant effect of delegation on the relationship between
two exchange partners [39,40]. Thus, the empowering leadership of high-level leaders can
be associated with a higher sense of the LLX of low-level leaders in this study.

Additionally, a higher quality of LLX between leaders and their own supervisors
is also likely to enhance empowering behaviors toward their own subordinates because
LLX allows leaders to retain greater autonomy, position, or resources [20]. Indeed, leaders
with higher levels of LLX can give subordinates more material and social support in their
work [41], which can lead subordinates to feel that they are more capable of performing
tasks and have greater autonomy in fulfilling duties. Accordingly, high LLX quality would
be positively related to low-level leaders’ empowering leadership toward subordinates.
Therefore, this study hypothesizes the following:

Hypothesis 2. leader-leader exchange mediates the relationship between the empowering relation-
ship of high-level leaders and that of low-level leaders.
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2.3. Moderating Role of Exchange Ideology

Exchange ideology entails individuals’ belief that it is appropriate and beneficial
to base the extent of their efforts put into work on how well they are treated by their
organization [38]. According to social exchange theory [42], employees’ exchange ideology
deals with their application of the reciprocity norm to relationships with their organization.
A person with a strong exchange ideology can be regarded as a more calculative and
self-focused person [22,23,43]. Such persons have more interest in what they receive than
on what they give compared with individuals with a weak exchange ideology [21,22].
Compared to those with a weak exchange ideology, individuals with a strong exchange
ideology have a more intense tendency to perceive fair exchange situations as being less
fair than they are [22]. Persons with a weak exchange ideology can be characterized
by their being more open-minded and benevolent than those with a strong exchange
ideology in their exchange relationships [23,44]. Thus, the exchange ideology of low-level
leaders can play an important role in their relationships with their leaders and in fostering
empowering leadership.

Specifically, this study predicts that there would be a stronger positive relationship
between LLX and empowering leadership in leaders with a strong exchange ideology
than those with a weak one. Given that individuals with a strong exchange ideology are
more likely to be self-centered and calculative, it is less likely that such leaders would
take certain actions, such as empowering leadership, that would engender outcomes that
are beneficial to the organization and display strong commitment. Moreover, leaders
with a strong exchange ideology may respond to negative types of information more
sensitively and consider the same events in an interactive relationship more negatively
than those with a weak exchange ideology [23]. This characteristic may further suppress
the positive effects of support from their exchange partner. Thus, leaders with a strong
exchange ideology may exhibit less positive relationships between LLX and empowering
leadership. Conversely, leaders with a weak exchange ideology may amplify the effects
of the relationship with their supervisors on empowering leadership because they tend
to be more open and generous in exchange relationships [23,44]. Therefore, this study
hypothesizes as follows:

Hypothesis 3-a. Exchange ideology moderates the relationship between leader-leader exchange
and the empowering leadership of low-level leaders, such that the relationship is stronger when
exchange ideology is weak rather than strong.

Assuming that the exchange ideology of low-level leaders moderates the association
between LLX and empowering leadership, it conditionally affects the strength of the
indirect relationship between the empowering leadership of high- and low-level leaders.
As this study predicted a strong (weak) relationship between LLX and the empowering
leadership of low-level leaders when their exchange ideology was weak (strong), it expected
the following:

Hypothesis 3-b. The exchange ideology of low-level leaders moderates the positive and indirect
effect of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of low-level leaders through leader-
leader exchange. Specifically, the mediated relationship is stronger when exchange ideology is weak
than when it is strong.

Figure 1 presents our hypothesized model.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model.

3. Method
3.1. Sample

In the present study, the participants included platoon leaders (supervisors) and
members (subordinates) of the South Korean Army. With the unit commander’s permission,
the survey was conducted after work hours. After getting permission to collect data from six
army divisions, thirty-two battalions were randomly selected by each division’s training
staff officers after considering the units’ training and mission schedules. The platoon
leaders who were willing to participate in the supervisor survey voluntarily gathered in a
separate room from the platoon members who were willing to partake in the subordinate
survey. This separation was done to prevent any feelings of pressure that could ensue in
a military setting. The questionnaires were distributed to the participants using a unit
code system that allowed the distribution of the questionnaires to the right individuals and
to match up the supervisor–subordinates dyads without requiring a list of names. Code
numbers were used simply to match up the responses for the dyads. Prior to the survey, it
was announced to all the participants that participation in the survey was voluntary, and
that privacy was protected. The participants were provided with cookies and snacks worth
less than US$ 2 per participant. After collecting both sets of surveys, the supervisor and
subordinate data were matched up.

Three-hundred and sixty questionnaires were distributed to 360 subordinates (pla-
toon members) and their 360 direct supervisors (platoon leader: low-level leaders). Two-
hundred and sixty-nine subordinate questionnaires (74%) and 260 low-level leader ques-
tionnaires (72.2%) were returned. After excluding the incomplete and unmatched question-
naires (i.e., those that did not have a reply from either the platoon member or the leader),
207 supervisor–subordinate pairs were used for the analyses in this study.

Notably, 99.5% of the subordinates were male, and the average age was 23.1 years
(SD = 1.61). All had graduated at least high school, 20.7% held bachelor degrees, and 21.7%
had masters or doctoral degrees. Furthermore, 98.6% of the subordinates were single and
the average job tenure with their low-level leader was 1.0 year (SD = 0.73). For supervisors
(low-level leaders), 97.6% were male, the average age was 28.0 years (SD = 4.90), and the
average job tenure with their supervisor (high-level leaders) was 0.9 years (SE = 0.59).
Additionally, 87.6% of all the supervisors held bachelor degrees and 16.5% had masters or
doctoral degrees.

3.2. Measures

The English language questionnaires were translated into Korean using the conven-
tional method of forward and backward translation [45] by bilingual (English and Korean)
scholars. With the exception of the empowering leadership of low-level leaders, which
was subordinate-rated, data on the other variables were rated by supervisors (low-level
leaders). Specifically, the low-level leaders evaluated the empowering leadership of their
own direct supervisors (high-level leaders), as well as their own perception of LLX and ex-
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change ideology. Study variables were measured by a cross-sectional study design in which
all of the variables were measured at a single point in time. These were assessed using
multi-item scales used in previous research with good internal consistency. All the items
were measured on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Empowering leadership. Empowering leadership was measured using Ahearne et al.’s [4]
12-item scale. Low-level leaders (platoon leaders) evaluated the leadership of high-level
leaders (company commanders), while subordinates evaluated the empowering leadership
of low-level leaders. Thus, the empowering leadership of low- and high-level leaders was
evaluated by their respective direct subordinates. A sample item reads: “My supervisor
makes many decisions together with me.”

LLX. To measure the upward relationship (i.e., LLX) of low-level leaders with their
superiors, this study used the adaptation of seven items with word changes from the LMX7
measure [46], as suggested by Liden, Wayne, and Stillwell [47] and Bauer and Green [48]
(e.g., Chen et al., Tangirala et al.) [20,41]. A sample item is: “My supervisor understands
my problems and needs well enough.”

Exchange ideology. To measure employees’ beliefs that it is appropriate to help with
the goal achievement of the organization in exchange of receiving favorable treatments,
this study used the eight items from the employee exchange ideology questionnaire [42].
A sample item states: “An employee’s work effort should depend partly on how well the
organization deals with his or her desires and concerns.”

Control variables. This study conducted a regression analysis with various control
variables, such as age, education, and tenure with one’s direct supervisor. Age was
measured in years. In terms of education, graduating from high school was coded as 1,
community college as 2, undergraduate as 3, and more than undergraduate as 4. Tenure
with one’s direct supervisor was measured according to the number of months respondents
had worked with their current supervisor.

3.3. Data Analysis

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to verify the hypothetical relationships.
Moreover, the moderated mediation hypothesis in the studied model was analyzed using
the statistical methods and SPSS syntax suggested by Preacher et al. [49]. The strength
of conditional indirect effects was verified using bias correction and bootstrapping meth-
ods [50]. To alleviate the potential multicollinearity problem in the verification of the
moderating effects, LLX and exchange ideology were mean-centered before the generation
of the second-degree term. The pattern of interactions was plotted following Aiken and
West [51].

4. Results

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs)
using the AMOS software package to confirm the discriminant validity among the study
variables. The results showed that the proposed four-factor model fitted the data well
(χ2 (98) = 215.86, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.07), and was significantly
better than a three-factor model combining high-level empowering leadership and LLX
(χ2 (101) = 265.17, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.09); a two-factor model
combining high-level empowering leadership, LLX, and exchange ideology of low-level
leaders (χ2 (103) = 455.37, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.86, TLI = 0.84, RMSEA = 0.13); and a one-factor
model combining all variables into one factor (χ2 (104) = 860.67, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.71,
TLI = 0.66, RMSEA = 0.19).

Table 1 presented the Cronbach’s alpha values and correlation coefficients among vari-
ables. None of the correlations were above the 0.90 threshold suggested by Hair et al. [52].
The reliabilities of all measurements were higher than the 0.70 standard generally consid-
ered to be acceptable for research purposes [53].
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

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

1. Subordinate Age a 230.13 10.61

2. Tenure with Low-level
Leader a 10.03 0.73 0.17 *

3. Subordinate Education a 20.11 10.57 −0.06 −0.04
4. Low-level Leader Age b 270.97 40.90 0.04 0.09 −0.04

5. Tenure with High-level
Leader b 0.94 0.59 −0.03 0.21 ** 0.23 ** 0.01

6. Low-level Leader
Education b 20.46 0.86 −0.09 −0.04 0.06 −0.44 *** −0.02

7. High-level Empowering
Leadership b 50.67 10.04 0.02 0.09 −0.06 0.16 * 0.10 −0.01 (0.94)

8. Low-level Empowering
Leadership a 50.66 0.89 0.01 0.05 −0.03 −0.23 *** 0.10 0.02 0.19 ** (0.96)

9. Leader-Leader Exchange
(LLX) b 50.55 10.07 0.01 0.17 −0.01 0.19 ** 0.16 −0.10 0.88 *** 0.25 *** (0.95)

10. Low-level Leader
Exchange Ideology b 20.84 10.00 −0.04 −0.07 −0.08 −0.04 −0.07 0.11 −0.41 *** −0.05 −0.42 *** (0.80)

Note. N = 207. Reliabilities are on the diagonal in parentheses. a These variables were measured by the subordinate. b These variables was measured by the low-level leader. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
(two-tailed).
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Hypothesis 1 predicted a positive relationship between the empowering leadership of
low-level leaders and that of high-level leaders. In Table 2, Model B2 showed a significant
positive effect of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of low-level
leaders (β = 0.23, p ≤ 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Table 2. Hierarchical regression of mediation results of LLX between high-level leaders’ empowering leadership and that of
low-level leaders.

LLX b Low-Level Leaders’ Empowering Leadership a

Model A1 Model A2 Model B1 Model B2 Model B3 Model B4

Step 1: Control Variables
Subordinate Age a −0.01 −0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01

Tenure with Low-level Leader a 0.06 0.01 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.03
Subordinate Education a −0.03 0.03 −0.06 −0.04 −0.05 −0.05
Low-level Leader Age b 0.18 * 0.01 −0.28 *** −0.32 *** −0.33 *** −0.33 ***

Tenure with High-level Leader b 0.15 * 0.07 † 0.11 0.08 0.06 0.06
Low-level Leader Education b −0.02 −0.09 * −0.10 −0.12 −0.09 −0.08

Step 2: Main Effects
High-level Empowering

Leadership b 0.87 *** 0.23 *** −0.09

Step 3: Main Effects
LLX b 0.29 *** 0.37 **

Overall F 20.42 * 1020.77 *** 20.79 * 40.19 *** 50.28 *** 40.66 ***
R2 0.07 0.78 0.08 0.13 0.16 0.16

Change in F 6570.30 *** 110.69 *** 180.72 *** 70.05 **
Change in R2 0.72 0.05 0.08 0.03

Note. N = 207. a These variables were measured by the subordinate. b These variables was measured by the low-level leader. † p ≤ 0.1;
* p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001 (two-tailed).

Hypothesis 2 predicted that LLX would mediate the relationship between the empow-
ering leadership of high- and low-level leaders. In Table 2, Model A2 showed a significant
effect of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders’ on LLX (β = 0.87, p ≤ 0.001). As
shown in Model B3, LLX also showed a significant effect on the empowering leadership of
low-level leaders. However, the positive effect of the empowering leadership of high-level
leaders on that of low-level leaders in Model B2 (β = 0.23, p ≤ 0.001) was reduced to a
non-significant effect in Model B4 (β = −0.09, n.s.) when LLX was simultaneously inputted.
The positive effect of LLX on the empowering leadership of low-level leaders was still
significant in Model B4 (β = 0.37, p ≤ 0.01). The F change was significant (∆F = 7.05,
p < 0.01), and the R2 change was substantial (∆R2 = 0.03). Consequently, according to Baron
and Kenny’s [54] mediation logic, LLX served as a full mediator of the relationship between
the empowering leadership of high- and low-level leaders.

As shown in Table 3, Sobel’s test and bootstrap methods were also conducted to ensure
the indirect effect of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of low-level
leaders through LLX. In Sobel’s test, the mediating effect of LLX was significant (p < 0.01).
In the bootstrapping results, the 99% confidence interval did not include zero (ranging
from 0.01 to 0.56), and the mediating effect of LLX was significant in the 99% confidence
interval. In short, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Table 3. Indirect effect of high-level leaders’ empowering leadership on that of low-level leaders through LLX.

Indirect Effect and Significance Using Normal Distribution

Sobel
Effect SE Z p
0.28 0.11 2.64 0.01

Bootstrap results for indirect effect

Bootstrap Effect Boot SE LL 99% CI UL 99% CI
0.28 0.11 0.01 0.56

Note. N = 207. Bootstrap sample size = 10,000. SE = Standard Error; LL = lower limit; CI = confidence interval; UL = upper limit.
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Hypothesis 3-a predicted a moderating role of exchange ideology in the relationship
between LLX and the empowering leadership of low-level leaders such that the positive
relationship would be stronger when exchange ideology was low rather than high. In
Model 4 of Table 4, the interaction term of LLX and exchange ideology (LLX × EXID)
showed a significant effect on the empowering leadership of low-level leaders (β = −0.14,
p ≤ 0.05), and the interaction term showed a significant incremental variance (∆F = 4.29,
p < 0.05). To comprehensively explore this interaction effect, it was plotted using the Aiken
and West [51]’s procedure. As illustrated in Figure 2, the positive relationship between
LLX and the empowering leadership of low-level leaders was stronger when the leaders’
exchange ideology was low than when it was high. These results provide support for
Hypothesis 3-a.

Table 4. Hierarchical Regression Results on Low-level Leaders’ Empowering Leadership.

Low-Level Leaders’ Empowering Leadership a

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Step 1: Control Variables
Subordinate Age a 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00

Tenure with Low-level Leader a 0.05 0.03 0.03 0.03
Subordinate Education a −0.06 −0.05 −0.04 −0.05
Low-level Leader Age b −0.28 *** −0.33 *** −0.34 *** −0.33 ***

Tenure with High-level Leader b 0.11 0.06 0.06 0.06
Low-level Leader Education b −0.10 −0.09 −0.10 −0.09

Step 2: Main Effects
LLX b c 0.29 *** 0.33 *** 0.35 ***

Step 3: Main Effects
Exchange Ideology b c 0.09 0.06

Step 4: Moderating Effects
LLX b c × Exchange Ideology b c −0.14 *

Overall F 20.79 * 50.28 *** 40.29 *** 40.36 ***
R2 0.08 0.16 0.16 0.18

Change in F 180.72 *** 0.86 40.29 *
Change in R2 0.08 0.01 0.02

Note. N = 207. a These variables were measured by the subordinate. b These variables was measured by the low-level leader. c These
variables were mean-centered for all analyses. * p ≤ 0.05; *** p ≤ 0.001 (two-tailed).

Figure 2. Moderating Effect of Exchange Ideology.
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Hypothesis 3-b proposed a moderated mediation effect of exchange ideology such
that the exchange ideology of low-level leaders would conditionally affect the strength
of the indirect effect of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of the
former through LLX. The SPSS macro developed by Preacher et al. [49] was utilized to test
this moderated mediation hypothesis. The bootstrap results on the moderated mediation
effect are reported in Table 5. Consistent with Hypothesis 3-b, the indirect effect of the
empowering leadership of high-level leaders on that of low-level leaders via LLX was
conditional on the level of exchange ideology. The indirect effect on the empowering
leadership of low-level leaders was stronger (0.37) and more significant (99% confidence
interval ranging from 0.10 to 0.69, and not crossing zero) when the exchange ideology was
weak. Therefore, Hypothesis 3-b was also supported.

Table 5. Conditional indirect effects on low-level leaders’ empowering leadership across LLX.

Low-Level Leaders’ Empowering Leadership

Moderator Level Conditional
Indirect Effect SE LL 99% CI UL 99% CI

Exchange Ideology
Low 0.37 0.11 0.10 0.69

Mean 0.29 0.11 0.04 0.59
High 0.20 0.11 −0.06 0.51

Note. N = 207. Bootstrap sample size = 10,000. LL = lower limit; CI = confidence interval; UL = upper limit.

5. Discussion

This study demonstrates the social learning process of empowering leadership, in-
cluding the antecedents and moderators of empowering leadership. The findings of H1
supported that low-level leaders learn their empowering leadership from their direct su-
pervisors. The support for H2 verified the mediation effect of LLX in the social learning
process of empowering leadership between high- and low-level leaders. The significant
results for H3–a and H3–b show that exchange ideology plays a moderating role in the
social learning process of empowering leadership through LLX.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

The findings make significant contributions to the research on empowering leadership
in the following ways: First, this study sheds light on the antecedents of empowering lead-
ership, thereby supplementing the literature. This study tested the effects of relational and
individual factors on empowering leadership among low-level leaders. The results suggest
that LLX and exchange ideology can all play an important role in influencing empowering
leadership. LLX served as a major mechanism for the empowering leadership of high-level
leaders to influence the empowering behavior of low-level leaders. Ilies et al. [55] argued
that LMX (or LLX) explained the development of dyadic linkages and the relationships
between leadership processes and behavioral outcomes. Cheong et al. [56] pointed out that
there is lack of studies focused on examining antecedents of empowering leadership. Thus,
this study filled the gap of prior studies on empowering leadership by suggesting that
LLX plays an important role as a relational antecedent factor of empowering leadership.
Moreover, this study demonstrated the role of exchange ideology, which is a major individ-
ual characteristic in social exchange theory, in the social learning process of empowering
leadership. Many researchers have suggested that the personal characteristics of leaders
play a critical role in predicting their leadership behaviors [57,58]. On the same line, this
study suggested that exchange ideology of leaders can be a major influencing factor in
determining their empowering behavior.

Second, by applying the social learning theory [18], this study tests whether the
empowering leadership of high-level leaders can be an antecedent of that of low-level
leaders. Although some researchers have suggested that low-level leaders learn their
empowering leadership from their supervisors’ leadership styles [32], there has been little
attention paid to empowering leadership. For example, Schaubroeck et al. [34] suggested
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that junior supervisors learned ethical leadership from their senior supervisors. Byun
et al. [59] also provided evidence that ethical leadership of high-level leaders trickles down
to low-level leaders, and results in desirable employee work outcomes. By incorporating
this previous leadership learning process in a social learning theory perspective, this
study provides additional empirical evidence that the empowering leadership of high-level
leaders facilitates the formation of the empowering leadership of their direct subordinates.

Third, this study tested a moderated mediation chain of empowering leadership
learning that was more complicated than previously investigated. Specifically, this study
tested the conditional indirect effects of the empowering leadership of high-level leaders
on that of low-level leaders through LLX, as influenced by the differing levels of exchange
ideology. These results showed that the mediation effects of LLX in the social learning
process of empowering leadership could be maximized under conditions of low exchange
ideology, thereby providing greater insight into the specific processes affecting trickle-
down effects.

5.2. Practical Implications

In today’s highly competitive business environment, organizations should fully utilize
employees’ potential and motivation [60]. Empowering leadership is one of the useful
ways to make employees more adaptive toward increasing organizational flexibility be-
cause empowered members could increase organizational performance by enabling and
encouraging them in their work roles [4,61]. However, many organizations have focused
mainly on low-level leaders’ training for increasing empowering skills, rather than on
creating an organizational context for the successful implementation of an empowering
culture. This study demonstrates that the empowering leadership of high-level leaders
plays an important role in the enhancement of that of lower-level leaders.

This study also suggests that LLX is a critical relational factor that facilitates empow-
ering leadership. Leaders who maintain good exchange relationships with supervisors
are more willing to learn their supervisors’ desirable leadership styles and empowering
leadership abilities. Exchange ideology can be a key individual factor that affects the
social learning process of empowering leadership. Leaders with low exchange ideology
can learn their supervisors’ empowering leadership styles more easily. Lastly, this study
provides useful practical implications relating to the trickle-down effects of empowering
leadership. Namely, the empowering behaviors of high-level leaders can positively af-
fect the empowering leadership of low-level leaders, which may consequently increase
their subordinates’ positive outcomes. In conclusion, empowering behaviors could have
a synergistic effect across leadership levels. Thus, top managers and high-level leaders
should focus on creating a more empowering environment through training that strength-
ens leadership and by leading by example. In addition, the organization should strive
to form a horizontal organizational culture to promote empowering leadership because
hierarchical culture, which has the most control over its employees [62], can undermine
leaders’ empowering behaviors.

5.3. Limitations and Future Directions

Future research should further explore the trickle-down effects of empowering leader-
ship through various organizations. Furthermore, more research is needed to determine
the potential factors that could strengthen or weaken this effect. This study utilized a cross-
sectional analysis that collects all data at one point in time, which posed constraints for
inferring causality and produced the possibility of common method bias [63]. To verify this,
we employed the partial-correlation adjustment with the marker variable by Lindell and
Whitney [64]. It was confirmed that there was no significant difference in the correlation
values before and after including the marker variable, which results in no common method
bias in the data. Nevertheless, longitudinal studies may provide deeper insight into the
relationships among the variables in future research. This study was also conducted with
data obtained from South Korea. Though this can facilitate the understanding of organi-
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zational dynamics across nations, future studies in other national settings would help to
verify and extend these results. Moreover, in accordance with previous studies, this study
only measured the perceptions of responses that could be subjective. Future research may
select more objective measures to avoid this potential problem. Based on the results of
this study, future research can further open the black box of empowering leadership by
studying its additional potential antecedents and processes.
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