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ABSTRACT

Empowered to Lead:
The Role of Psychological Empowerment in Leadership

This study examines the relationship between psychological empowerment and leadership.  Empowered
supervisors are hypothesized to be innovative, upward influencing, and inspirational and less focused on
monitoring to maintain the status quo.  Tested on a sample of mid-level supervisors from a Fortune 500
organization, the hypotheses were largely supported.  Supervisors who reported higher levels of
empowerment were seen by their subordinates as more innovative, upward influencing, and
inspirational.  No relationship was found between supervisory empowerment and monitoring behaviors.
Implications for theory and practice are discussed, and future research directions are suggested.

Preparation of this article was facilitated by the Zumberge Faculty Innovation Award from the
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EMPOWERED TO LEAD:
THE ROLE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL EMPOWERMENT IN LEADERSHIP

Organizational researchers (e.g., Conger & Kanungo, 1988a; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990) and

business practitioners (e.g., Block, 1987) have focused increasing attention on psychological

empowerment in the workplace.  Nevertheless, our understanding of the consequences of employee

empowerment is rather limited.  While some empirical work has examined intrapersonal outcomes of

empowerment including motivation (Koerner, 1993), job satisfaction and stress (Spreitzer, Nason, &

Kizilos, forthcoming; Thomas & Tymon, 1994), almost no research has focused on more interpersonal

outcomes of empowerment such as leadership behavior.  To address this void in the literature, we

examine the relationship between psychological empowerment and leadership -- more specifically

change-oriented leadership .  We hypothesize that empowerment will be positively related to three

leadership characteristics associated with making change (i.e., being innovative, influencing bosses, and

being inspirational to subordinates) and negatively related to one leadership characteristic associated

with the maintenance of the status quo (i.e., monitoring to maintain compliance).

The paper is organized as follows.  First, we draw on emerging theory on psychological

empowerment and various leadership theories to develop a series of hypotheses regarding the

relationship between psychological empowerment and change-oriented leadership.  Next, the research

design used to test these hypotheses is described, and results are discussed.  Finally, implications of the

research for theory and practice are examined, and suggestions are made regarding directions for future

research.

DEFINITIONS

Psychological Empowerment

The notion of empowerment builds on a well-grounded body of research on alienation (Blauner,

1964; Seeman, 1959), participative management (Lawler, 1988), and job enrichment (Hackman &

Oldham, 1980).  While earlier work conceptualized empowerment as a set of management practices

focused on delegating decision-making authority (Blau & Alba, 1982; Mainiero, 1986), recent research
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has provided the conceptual base for a more psychological definition of empowerment in the

workplace.  Building on the work of Conger and Kanungo (1988a), Thomas and Velthouse (1990)

defined psychological empowerment as intrinsic motivation manifested in four cognitions reflecting an

individual's orientation to his or her work role:  meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact.

Each dimension is described below.

Meaning, a dimension of the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1980), involves a fit

between the requirements of one's work role and one's beliefs, values and behaviors (Brief & Nord,

1990).  Competence, or self-efficacy specific to one's work, is a belief in one's capability to perform

work activities with skill (Gist & Mitchell, 1992).  Self-determination is a sense of choice in initiating

and regulating one's actions (Deci & Ryan, 1985) and reflects autonomy over the initiation and

continuation of work behavior and processes such as making decisions about work methods, pace, and

effort (Bell & Staw, 1989; Spector, 1986).  Finally, impact, the converse of learned helplessness

(Martinko & Gardner, 1982), is the degree to which one can influence strategic, administrative, or

operating outcomes at work (Ashforth, 1989).  Together, the four dimensions reflect an active, rather

than a passive orientation to one's work role.  In other words, empowered individuals do not see their

work situation as "given" but rather something able to be shaped by their actions (Spreitzer, 1992).

Prior empirical research has found that the four dimensions combine into an overall construct of

psychological empowerment (Spreitzer, 1995).  We draw on this multidimensional conceptualization of

empowerment in this paper.

Change-Oriented Leadership

Consistent with recent research on transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Bennis & Nanus,

1985; Kotter, 1989), we focus on those elements of leadership most focused on making change.  We

also focus on those change-oriented elements that we think will be most relevant to empowerment.  In

order to make change, leaders can (1) develop innovative ideas for change, (2) influence bosses to

enlist their support for those ideas, and (3) inspire subordinates to make change happen (Conger &
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Kanungo, 1987).  First, in order to envision change, leaders must act innovatively.  They must engage in

new ways of thinking and acting, experiment with new concepts, and search for creative solutions to

problems (Bass, 1985; Conger & Kanungo, 1988b; Conger & Kanungo, 1988c).  Second, to gain

support for change, leaders must also exert upward influence in the organization to gain support from

their bosses.  As agents of influence, they must articulate and sell their vision in order to gain necessary

resources and backing to implement that vision (Conger & Kanungo, 1987; Denison, Hooijberg, &

Quinn, 1995).  Third, leaders must also create enthusiasm amongst their people, inspiring and motivating

subordinates to make the leader's vision a reality (Conger & Kanungo, 1987).  We contrast these three

change-oriented elements of leadership with one element of leadership that is focused on the

maintenance of the status quo.1  In order to preserve the status quo, managers often monitor the

compliance of subordinates to the current system.  Rules and procedures are often established to ensure

consistency to the status quo rather than innovation or change.

In the next section of the paper, we draw on both the empowerment and leadership literatures to

develop a logic for linking supervisory empowerment with these four leadership characteristics.

LINKING PSYCHOLOGICAL EMPOWERMENT AND

CHANGE-ORIENTED LEADERSHIP

Empowered individuals do not wait passively for the work environment to provide direction;

instead, they take a proactive approach toward shaping and influencing their work environment.

Because psychological empowerment reflects an active orientation to work, we suggest that it will be

positively related to the three change-oriented elements of leadership and negatively related to

leadership aimed at maintaining the status quo.  Specific hypotheses relating psychological

empowerment to more innovating, influencing, and inspiring leadership characteristics and less

monitoring behaviors are developed below.

                                                                
1  This contrast parallels the work of Bass (1990a, 1990b) and others on transformational and transactional leadership.
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Innovativeness

Innovation involves the creation of a new product, service, idea, procedure, or process

(Woodman, Sawyer & Griffin, 1993) or the dramatic redesign of existing products or services.  Prior

research suggests that empowerment can facilitate innovation.  Conger and Kanungo (1988a) posit that

psychological empowerment is important for stimulating and managing innovativeness in organizations;

empowered individuals' creative efforts persist despite pervasive organizational and environmental

obstacles (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990).  Moreover, in case studies of entrepreneurial organizations,

Kanter (1983) found that empowerment and innovation were inextricably linked.

Furthermore, prior research suggests that each of the four dimensions of empowerment can

facilitate innovativeness.  Redmond, Mumford and Teach (1993) found that employees with high

intrinsic task motivation (consistent with the meaning dimension of empowerment) were more

innovative.  Bass (1985) further hypothesized that clear inner meaning would stimulate innovative

actions.  Self-efficacy (consistent with the competence dimension of empowerment) is also likely to lead

to more innovation due to positive expectations of success (Amabile, 1988; Bass, 1990a; Redmond et

al., 1993).  Moreover, Zaleznik (1977) and Hunt (1991) argued that a high level of self-confidence or

self-efficacy is a prerequisite for embracing the inherent risk of challenging the status quo.

Consistent with the dimensions of self-determination and impact, Bass (1985) hypothesized that

notions of personal control and influence would be positively associated with innovative behavior.

Previous research has also found that leaders who believed they could "influence the direction of

organizational events" were more likely to be innovative than leaders who believed that events were due

to luck, fate, or chance (Howell & Avolio, 1993: 893).  In addition, other research has found that

having freedom to decide what to do and how to do one's work, a sense of control over one's work

and ideas, and freedom from organizational constraints all enhance individuals' capacity for creative

behavior (Amabile, 1988; Amabile & Gryskiewicz, 1987).  Thus, there is indirect evidence that all four

dimensions of empowerment are conducive to innovative leadership behavior.  Thus, we hypothesize

that:
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H1. Supervisory empowerment will be positively related to innovativeness.

Upward Influence

Upward influence reflects attempts to influence someone higher in the authority hierarchy (Kipnis &

Schmidt, 1988; Porter, Allen & Angle, 1981; Schilit & Locke, 1982).  We expect that empowered

individuals, given their proactive approach to work, will actively seek to influence their bosses in order

to gain support for their ideas.  Mowday (1978) and Porter et al., (1981) argue that several individual

variables (beyond the need for power and political influence) are helpful in predicting a propensity to

engage in upward influence.  First, individuals are likely to influence their bosses when they see their

work environment as responsive to their influence attempts (Porter et al., 1981) and when the

probability of success is positive (Mowday, 1978).  These conditions are consistent with the impact

and competence dimensions of empowerment, respectively.  Second, these researchers have argued

that individuals are likely to engage in upward influence when they believe that an intrinsic need can be

fulfilled, which is consistent with the meaning dimension of empowerment.

Third, individuals are more likely to engage in upward influencing to the extent that they feel a sense

of control or power over their work environment (Mowday, 1978; Porter et al., 1981).  This sense of

control is synonymous with the self-determination dimension of empowerment.  Fourth, individuals will

have a greater propensity to exercise upward influence when they have a high degree of self-confidence

or competence (Mowday, 1978; 1979).  Similarly, Yukl (1989) found that expert power is critical for

upward influence.  In sum, prior work provides some logic for a relationship between psychological

empowerment and upward influence.  Thus, we hypothesize that:

H2. Supervisory empowerment will be positively related to the use of upward
influencing behaviors.

Inspiring Subordinates

We draw on research on charismatic leadership to develop the logic linking empowerment with

inspiration.  Charismatic leaders inspire followers through pride, respect, confidence, and trust (Bass,
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1990a; Conger, 1989a; Conger & Kanungo, 1988a).  Whereas an ability to effectively communicate

with subordinates is critical for charismatic or inspirational leadership (Conger & Kanungo, 1988a), we

suggest that the dimensions of empowerment may also be predictive of inspirational leadership.  House

(1977) suggests that three leader characteristics, consistent with the dimensions of empowerment, are

conducive to charisma:  moral righteousness of beliefs, self-confidence, and a desire to influence.

First, in order to inspire subordinates, leaders must have a conviction in their "moral righteousness"

or a clear sense of their own value system (House, 1977: 193).  Through their moral righteousness

(consistent with the meaning dimension of empowerment), empowered leaders are likely to exude the

passion or excitement which inspires followers (House, 1977).  

Second, in order to inspire subordinates, leaders must exude a sense of self-confidence or

competence (Conger & Kanungo, 1988b; House, 1977).2  Charismatic leaders' sense of competence

makes them feel that they are capable of making effective change (Bass, 1990a).  In addition,

subordinates are more likely to be inspired by the leader's vision if they perceive the leader to be

competent in implementing the vision (Conger, 1989a).  

Third, in order to be inspiring to subordinates, leaders must be interested in and willing to exert

influence and personal control (Conger & Kanungo, 1988b).  These characteristics are consistent with

the impact and self-determination dimensions of empowerment.  Subordinates see charismatic leaders

as people who can make a difference and take charge of creating change.  Empowered supervisors are

likely to be seen by subordinates as those who make things happen.  Consequently, their subordinates

will want to identify with and make the leader's vision a reality.

More theoretical support for the link between empowerment and charismatic or inspirational

leadership can be found in recent conceptual work by Shamir, House and Arthur (1993).  While their

paper does not explicitly address how a leader’s empowered mindset may be an antecedent for

                                                                
1  According to House (1977), it is entirely possible that charismatic leaders present themselves as highly confident
and as having a strong conviction in the moral righteousness of their beliefs but do not indeed believe in either
themselves or their beliefs.  In this paper, we are not interested in charismatic leaders' ability to act as though they
are confident or have convictions but rather we are interested in their actual cognitions of confidence and meaning.



9

charismatic or inspirational behavior, the authors do make convincing connections between charismatic

leadership and subordinate empowerment.  For example, Shamir et al. (1993) note how charismatic

leaders inspire followers by aligning followers’ efforts with a collective identity, thereby increasing the

intrinsic meaning and value of followers’ work.  In addition, by increasing subordinates’ effort-

accomplishment expectancies, charismatic leaders inspire subordinates by enhancing their personal and

collective feelings of self-efficacy, which is consistent with the competence dimension of empowerment

(Shamir et al., 1993).  Finally, by focusing on intrinsic sources of motivation, charismatic leaders

increase the likelihood that subordinates will attribute their behavior to personal choices and decisions,

thereby enhancing subordinates’ self-determination (Shamir et al., 1993).

In summary, there is some evidence that supervisory empowerment should be related to higher

levels of inspirational behavior.  Thus, we hypothesize that:

H3.  Supervisory empowerment will be positively related to the inspiration of
subordinates.

Monitoring

Monitoring involves assessing deviations from established rules and standards in order to maintain

the status quo (Quinn, 1984; 1988).  Monitoring implies micro-managing and controlling others in order

to preserve stability in the work system (Bass, 1985; Kotter, 1990).  Thus, monitoring implies behaviors

that might be experienced by subordinates as disempowering.  Supervisors who maintain tight logistical

control by emphasizing compliance to rules and procedures would be high in monitoring behavior.

Because monitoring is the antithesis of change-oriented behaviors, we suggest that supervisors who

feel empowered are more likely to act in ways that would create a more empowering context for

subordinates (Conger & Kanungo, 1994).  Parallel to the work by Bass, Waldman, Avolio & Bebb

(1987), which provided some initial evidence that transformational leaders facilitate transformational

followers, we believe that empowered supervisors are likely to facilitate the empowerment of their

subordinates, rather than micro-manage their subordinates' actions.  Thus, we believe those with an
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empowered mindset will not emphasize disempowering behaviors such as monitoring and compliance.

Consequently, our final hypothesis is:

H4. Supervisory empowerment will be negatively related to monitoring behavior.

METHOD

Sample and Procedures

Survey data on psychological empowerment were collected from 393 mid-level supervisors from

different units of a Fortune 500 organization.3  The supervisors were approximately 93 percent male,

primarily Caucasian, and had a mean age of 46 years.  Seventy percent had at least a college education.

Their mean tenure in the company was approximately 13 years, and their mean position tenure was just

over three years.

The respondents were assured of confidentiality.  All responses were mailed directly to the

researchers, and only aggregate results were reported back to the organization.  Because the data were

collected at the beginning of a management development program, a 100 percent response rate was

obtained from the supervisors.  The data for this study were collected from the supervisors who

participated in the program during late 1991 and early 1992.

The leadership variables were assessed by a set of each supervisor's subordinates.  Supervisors

were instructed to distribute the questionnaire to a set of subordinates with whom they interacted

frequently on the job and who knew them well.  Completed questionnaires were returned by mail

directly to the researchers for processing.  Good cooperation was obtained; an average of four

subordinates per supervisor responded to the questionnaire, with a range from zero to eight.  Twenty-

one supervisors had fewer than two subordinates respond; their data were not included in the analysis in

order to protect the anonymity of the subordinates responding.  The demographics of the subordinates

                                                                
3  This is the same data set examined in Spreitzer (1995; 1996).  While the empowerment measures are common to
these studies, this study focuses on a different set of research questions.  While Spreitzer (1995) focused on the
construct validation of an empowerment measure and Spreitzer (1996) focused on the social structural  predictors of
empowerment, this research focuses on the interpersonal outcomes psychological empowerment.  The papers draw
on different literatures and theoretical perspectives for answering their respective research questions.
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were not available because of concerns about anonymity, but based on organizational demographics at

that particular level of the organization, the subordinates were slightly more diverse with respect to race

and gender than the supervisors.  All responses from a supervisor's set of subordinates were aggregated

to produce a single score on each of the items assessed in the questionnaire.  Prior to aggregation, the

consistency of the subordinate responses were assessed using an F-test.

Measures

The four dimensions of empowerment were measured with self-assessments using a seven-point

Likert response format (Spreitzer, 1995).  Sample items include "The work I do is meaningful"

(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 "My impact on what happens in my department

is large" (impact).  Cronbach alpha reliabilities for the four empowerment scales were adequate in this

sample (meaning, α= .86; competence, α = .81; self-determination, α = .82; impact, α = .88).  Scales

for each of the four dimensions of empowerment were created by taking the mean of the appropriate

items.  These scales were used as input to the structural model.

The leadership measures were assessed by a group of the supervisor's subordinates.  Inspiration of

subordinates was measured with five items drawn from Bass's measure of charisma (1985).  The items

were measured on a five-point Likert scale and are provided in the Appendix.  Together, the items had

a Cronbach alpha reliability of 0.93.  An F-test (F = 2.0101; p<.001) indicated support for the

aggregation of subordinate responses on this scale.

Innovation was measured with Denison et al.'s (1995) innovator scale which reflects thinking about

old problems in new ways through the experimentation with new concepts, problem solving in creative

ways, and innovative ideas. The Cronbach alpha reliability for the items was 0.88.  An F-test

(F=2.0547; p<.001) supported the aggregation of subordinate responses for the innovator scale.

Upward influence was measured with Denison et al.'s (1995) broker scale which reflects the

exertion of upward influence and getting access to people at higher levels.  The Cronbach alpha
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reliability for the items was 0.90.  An F-test (F=2.0592; p<.001) provided evidence for the requisite

consistency of subordinate responses prior to their aggregation.

Finally, monitoring was assessed with Denison et al.'s (1995) monitor scale which emphasizes

watching for deviations from rules and standards.  The Cronbach alpha reliability for the items was 0.81.

An F-test (F=2.0602; p<.001) provided evidence for the requisite consistency of subordinate

responses prior to their aggregation.

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Table 1 reports the univariate statistics and correlations for the items included in the analyses.

Before analyzing the hypothesized relationships among the constructs, we first assessed whether the

different scales had adequate convergent and discriminant validity.  Using the maximum likelihood

procedures in LISREL VIII, we first examined a confirmatory measurement model comprised of the

scales measuring the four dimensions of psychological empowerment and the individual items measuring

innovation, upward influence, inspiration, and monitoring.  A covariance matrix was used as input to the

LISREL analysis.  Listwise deletion of cases was used (due to some missing data, the final sample size

used for the analyses was 358).  All scales were recoded so that higher scores reflected higher levels of

a given construct.

The results of the measurement model indicate appropriate convergent and discriminant validity.

Each of the items loaded significantly on its appropriate factor.  The chi-square value was significant

(χ2=344.24, df=199, p<.001).  Because the chi-square is influenced by sample size, other fit statistics

must be assessed.  The Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit Index (AGFI) is "independent of sample size and

relatively robust against departures from normality" (Joreskog and Sorbom as cited in Bagozzi & Yi,

1988: 79).  The comparative fit index (CFI) compares the relative improvement in fit for the proposed

model over a strict null model of complete independence among the various items.  The CFI is

recommended as being the best approximation of the population value (Gerbing & Anderson, 1992).

The root-mean-square-residual (RMR) is a measure of the average of the residual variances and
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covariances (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1982).  The AGFI and CFI both met the .90 criterion (AGFI=.90;

CFI=.97) and the RMR is within the .05 ceiling (RMR = .032).

The correlations between psychological empowerment and the four leadership scales were

moderate.  The strongest factor correlation was between two of the leadership characteristics:

innovation and upward influence (r = .78); none of the other factor correlations exceeded .35.  To

ensure that the innovation and upward influence factors were different from unity, we re-estimated the

model, restricting the correlation between the two factors to unity (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988).  A chi-

square difference test (χ2difference = 103.63, df=1) indicates that the two factor model was more

appropriate than a model where innovation and upward influence were constrained to be one factor.

Thus, given support for the convergent and discriminant validity of the measures, we move to the

structural analysis.

-------------------------------

Table 1 About Here

-------------------------------

We tested the hypotheses using structural equations modeling in LISREL VIII.  The same fit

statistics used to assess the measurement model were also used to assess the structural model.  The

LISREL findings provided general support for hypotheses 1-3 (see Figure 1 for a summary of the

LISREL results).  The overall goodness-of-fit statistics suggested room for improvement.  The chi-

square was significant (χ2=576.69, df=205, p<.001), the AGFI did not achieve the .90 threshold

(AGFI = .85), and the RMR exceeded the .05 ceiling (RMR=.092).  The CFI, however, did exceed

the .90 threshold (CFI=.92).  Therefore, a decision tree framework for investigating alternative

theoretical models was used to further assess the validity of the model.  This approach involved the

examination of nested models (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988).

Similar to Lee, Jamieson, and Early (1996), the nested models include (a) the measurement model

in which all constructs were allowed to correlate; (b) the theoretical structural model; (c) the null model

depicting independence; and (d) an alternative model where the innovation factor was specified to affect

the upward influence factor, given their strong relationship in the measurement model.  This alternative
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model still maintains the integrity of the four hypotheses and is theoretically supported (i.e., why would

supervisors seek to influence their superiors unless they had some new idea or innovation for which they

were seeking support?)  Comparisons among the nested models were made using chi-square difference

tests.  A significant chi-square difference was found between the theoretical model and both the null and

the measurement models, indicating that the hypothesized paths provided an increase in explanatory

power.  A significant chi-square difference was also found between the alternative model and the

theoretical model, indicating that the additional path between the innovation factor and the upward

influence factor provided an increase in explanatory power.  The other fit statistics also provide support

for the alternative model (AGFI = .90; RMR = .058; CFI = .96).  Therefore, this model will be used as

the basis on which to test our substantive hypotheses.4  The standardized parameter estimates for this

model are presented in Figure 2.

In support of hypotheses 1-3, supervisory assessments of empowerment were found to be

significantly and positively related to the subordinates' perceptions of that supervisor's innovativeness (γ

= .38, p<.001), upward influence (γ = .22, p<.01), and inspiration (γ = .14, p<.05).  However, support

for hypothesis 4 was not found; the coefficient for monitoring did not achieve significance.  In sum, the

results provide support for the proposition that supervisory empowerment will be related positively to

subordinates' perceptions of change-oriented leadership but not to behaviors aimed at maintaining the

status quo.

DISCUSSION

This paper examined the relationship between psychological empowerment and leadership, a

relationship which has been relatively neglected in the literature (Keller & Dansereau, 1995).  We

posited that supervisory empowerment would be related to more change-oriented leadership.

Consistent with our hypotheses, we found that supervisors who felt empowered were seen by their

subordinates as more innovative, upward influencing, and inspiring.  These results are note worthy

                                                                
4 The substantive findings on the hypotheses were virtually identical for the initially hypothesized theoretical
model.
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because our analyses avoided common method variance; we used supervisory perceptions of

empowerment and subordinate perceptions of leader characteristics.

Even though the first three hypotheses were supported, it is interesting to examine the magnitude of

the relationships between empowerment and the three aspects of change-oriented leadership.  It

appears that while empowered supervisors are particularly adept at innovation (B=.38) and the upward

influencing of their bosses (B=.22), they may be only adequate in terms of inspiring subordinates

(B=.14).  Several explanations for the relatively low coefficient on inspiration can be offered.  First, it

may be that empowered supervisors inspire to a lesser extent than they innovate or influence upward

because inspiration may not be a behavioral norm in this organization.  Or, it may be that supervisors

invest most of their energy into creating and selling the ideas for making change, but less energy into

implementing the change.  Resistance to change on the part of subordinates may make the inspiration of

subordinates to accept and implement change a difficult task.  Thus, if this interpretation is correct,

supervisors may need to develop more expertise in inspiring subordinates in order to effectively bring

change to their organizations.

One hypothesis, however, was not supported.  Contrary to expectations, supervisory

empowerment was not found to be related (positively or negatively) to monitoring behaviors.

Empowered supervisors were found to monitor subordinates to a similar degree as less empowered

supervisors.  What accounts for this finding?  First, some monitoring may be institutionalized in the

organization itself through formal systems such as quality improvement programs, budgets, performance

appraisals, and reward systems.  All of these formal systems encourage and reinforce monitoring

behavior, separate from the supervisor’s own leadership style.  Second, this finding may lend support to

Bass's (1985) assertion that change-oriented and status-quo oriented behaviors are not mutually

exclusive; empowered supervisors seem to exhibit both types of leadership behavior.  From these

results, we speculate that empowered leaders may be behaviorally complex (Denison et al., 1995),

playing multiple or even paradoxical roles that reflect both a focus on change and a focus on the

maintenance of the status quo.
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Potential Contributions of the Research

This research expands our understanding of the nomological network of psychological

empowerment in the workplace.  While prior work had examined intrapersonal outcomes of

psychological empowerment (Koerner, 1993; Spreitzer and Kizilos, forthcoming; Thomas & Tymon,

1994), this research is among the first to examine a set of interpersonal outcomes of empowerment -- in

this case, several dimensions of change-oriented leadership.  Though intrapersonal outcomes may be

highly relevant for studying employees at any level of the organization, interpersonal outcomes may be

more appropriate for studying those who supervise others because their primary impact on the

organization is through the work of others, particularly their subordinates (Hill, 1992).

This study theoretically and empirically identifies a set of leadership characteristics to which

psychological empowerment is related.  Our research suggests that empowerment cognitions are linked

with innovation, upward influence, and inspiration (i.e., leadership characteristics associated with an

orientation to change) but have little impact on monitoring (i.e., a managerial characteristic associated

with maintaining the status quo).  Such information is critical for validating the nomological net of

empowerment in the workplace.

These findings may also contribute to the leadership literature by beginning to assess a set of

psychological antecedents of change-oriented leadership.  Recently there has been a renewed interest in

the personal factors associated with general leadership notions (Hunt, 1991); however, little research

has focused explicitly on the personal factors associated with change-oriented leadership (Bass, 1994).

Previous research on change-oriented leadership has primarily concentrated on understanding the

effects of change-oriented leadership on subordinate performance and satisfaction (Howell & Avolio,

1993).  In this way, our research contributes to the leadership literature by examining how a leader's

psychological empowerment is related to subordinate perceptions of the leader.

Our research also contributes to the literature by examining change-oriented leadership

characteristics at the middle levels of the organizational hierarchy.  Most of the prior research on

change-oriented leadership has been conducted using samples of top level managers (Avolio &
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Gibbons, 1988).  Other research has found that mid-level supervisors are a key source of resistance to

organizational transformation (Kanter, Stein, & Jick, 1992).  Our results suggest that in spite of multiple

forces working against change-oriented leadership at the middle levels of the organization, supervisors

with an empowered mindset are able to exhibit change-oriented leadership behaviors in interactions with

subordinates.

The findings of this paper also provide potentially useful insights for business practitioners.

Through a better understanding of the requisite psychological dimensions for change-oriented

leadership, organizations will be better equipped to effectively develop the next generation of individuals

able to lead in turbulent environments.  These findings have implications for leadership training which

focuses on specific areas of psychological development as an alternative or complement to the

traditional practice of leadership selection through personality variables.  One reason that notions of

empowerment have been so widely embraced in industry is that practitioners believe it facilitates the

requisite leadership capacities for organizational effectiveness in contemporary organizations (e.g.,

Kanter, 1989; Kizilos, 1990).  As organizations face more turbulent external environments, change-

oriented leadership takes on increased significance for organization effectiveness (Conger, 1989b).

Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of this study is that we were unable to actually observe supervisors interacting

with subordinates.  Critics recommend using observational data to supplement survey measures of

transformational leadership (Hunt, 1991).  Future research should complement subordinate perceptions

of leader characteristics with observed leadership behaviors.  Future research should also examine the

effects of supervisory empowerment on subordinate empowerment.  House suggests that the

transformational leader is "assumed to be an object of identification by which the followers emulate the

leader's values, goals, and behavior" (1977: p. 191); thus, we might expect empowered supervisors to

facilitate empowered subordinates through their inspirational ability.

A second limitation is the cross-sectional nature of the data.  Data on psychological

empowerment and leadership were collected at the same point in time.  Consequently, the causal nature
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of the relationships cannot be empirically verified.  The direction of causality may be the reverse;

change-oriented behaviors may increase a supervisor's sense of empowerment.  Future research designs

should be longitudinal, using laboratory and/or field experiments which can model causality as well as

help uncover the underlying processes which link empowerment with leadership behaviors.

Future research is also necessary to test whether the results of the current study generalize to

other organizational settings, industries, and cultures.  The finding on monitoring behaviors may be tied

to cultural or structural variables specific to the organization (e.g., quality improvement) from which the

data were collected.   By extending this line of research to multiple organizations, we will be able to

simultaneously examine contextual and process variables that may also influence change-oriented

leadership behaviors.  Such research will offer a better understanding of the conditions that facilitate or

hinder change-oriented leadership in organizations.  For example, Howell & Avolio (1993) note that

organizations whose external environments are characterized by high uncertainty and turbulence may

provide a setting which is more conducive to the emergence of change-oriented leadership rather than

maintenance-oriented management.  In addition, process variables such as communication ability may

be particularly key to understanding the ways in which leaders inspire subordinates.

Clearly, the empirical study of empowerment and leader behavior is in its infancy.  This research

takes some necessary first steps into understanding the relationship between psychological

empowerment and subordinate perceptions of supervisory leadership.  Our hope is that by clarifying

these relationships, more organizational scholars will embark on substantive research addressing these

linkages.  Further, our hope is that these research findings will provide some initial guidance to business

practitioners as they endeavor to find more effective strategies for leadership.
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APPENDIX:  MEASURES

Leadership Measures

Innovation

1. Comes up with inventive ideas.

2. Experiments with new concepts and procedures.

3. Does problem solving in clever, creative ways.

4. Searches for innovations and potential improvements.

Upward Influence

1. Exerts upward influence in the organization.

2. Influences decisions made at higher levels.

3. Persuasively sells new ideas to higher ups.

4. Gets access to people at higher levels.

Inspiration

1. Impact on people's feeling about their assignments.

2. Impact on people's optimism for the future.

3. Capacity to get people to believe they can overcome anything.

4. Capacity to provide a source of inspiration for others.

5. Capacity to raise people to new levels of effort.

6. Capacity to excite people with a vision of what might be accomplished if they work together.

Monitoring

1. Maintains tight logistical control.

2. Monitors compliance with the rules.

3. Compares, records, and reports to detect discrepancies.

4. Checks for errors and mistakes.



TABLE 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations for Constructs

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

1. Meaning 5.89   .76 1.00
2. Competence 5.68   .84 .32 1.00
3. Self-Determ. 5.51   .84 .39 .37 1.00
4. Impact 5.56   .87 .47 .30 .54 1.00
5. Innovation 1 4.74   .83 .19 .22 .15 .22 1.00
6. Innovation 2 4.85   .77 .15 .23 .20 .25 .70 1.00
7. Innovation 3 5.04   .85 .08 .16 .15 .20 .63 .68 1.00
8. Innovation 4 4.92   .87 .14 .25 .19 .25 .69 .75 .64 1.00
9. UpInfl 1 4.54   .82 .16 .17 .13 .13 .39 .53 .40 .50 1.00
10. Upinfl 2 4.83   .90 .18 .22 .11 .14 .53 .56 .45 .57 .65 1.00
11. Upinfl 3 5.31   .80 .13 .17 .13 .20 .46 .61 .47 .58 .68 .67 1.00
12. Upinfl 4 4.65   .86 .10 .19 .11 .13 .50 .62 .44 .56 .59 .68 .62 1.00
13. Monitor 1 4.97   .99 -.09 -.11 -.02 -.01 .15 .17 .14 .12 .05 .12 .09 .13 1.00
14. Monitor 2 4.83   1.02 -.04 -.08 .06 .06 .24 .23 .20 .20 .09 .18 .15 .23 .80 1.00
15. Monitor 3 4.88   .93 .02 -.10 -.15 -.01 .14 .14 .18 .19 .09 .16 .14 .18 .45 .50 1.00
16. Monitor 4 4.45   .93 -.03 -.11 -.03 -.01 .27 .29 .21 .26 .05 .18 .16 .25 .46 .47 .46 1.00
17. Inspire 1 3.51   .64 .09 .04 .15 .10 -.07 .04 .02 .06 .02 -.03 -.03 -.02 -.02 -.03 .00 .02 1.00
18. Inspire 2 3.45   .70 .01 .06 .08 .06 -.10 .02 .00 .02 -.01 -.03 -.04 -.03 .02 .00 .03 -.03 .74 1.00
19. Inspire 3 3.47   .67 .03 .05 .06 .03 -.09 .03 .01 .05 .03 -.01 -.03 .01 -.04 -.03 .02 -.01 .64 .68 1.00
20. Inspire 4 3.56   .69 .02 .04 -.09 .08 -.07 .06 .04 .04 .05 .02 .02 .01 .03 .02 .05 -.02 .72 .69 .69 1.00
21. Inspire 5 3.53   .63 .02 .05 .08 .07 -.07 .05 .02 .04 .02 -.01 -.04 .00 -.04 -.07 -.01 -.02 .70 .65 .65 .72 1.00
22. Inspire 6 3.39   .67 .02 .08 .13 .11 -.08 .11 -.01 .02 .03 .00 -.04 .01 -.02 -.04 .02 -.05 .69 .66 .61 .69 .67 1.00
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______

Note.  Correlations greater than |.18| significant at p<.001, greater than |.14| significant at p < .01; correlations greater than |.11| were significant
at p < .05.


