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Although previous research has found that authentic leadership has a negative effect on employee
burnout through structural empowerment, lack of psychological empowerment in the research

cannot present a complete picture on how authentic leadership influences burnout because employ-
ees must experience being psychologically empowered for empowerment to be effective. Drawing on
empowerment-related theories, this study integrates the three different perspectives of empowerment
(authentic leadership, structural empowerment, and psychological empowerment) to examine their ef-
fects on emotional exhaustion, the core component of burnout, at multiple levels of analysis. Using a
sample of 378 teachers from 59 primary and secondary schools in China, multilevel structural equa-
tion modelling results revealed that: (1) authentic leadership had an indirect effect on psychological
empowerment partially through structural empowerment, (2) psychological empowerment played a full
mediating role in the relationship between structural empowerment and emotional exhaustion, and (3)
structural empowerment and psychological empowerment sequentially mediated the effect of authentic
leadership on emotional exhaustion. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

Keywords: authentic leadership, structural empowerment, psychological empowerment, emotional ex-
haustion

Burnout is a syndrome characterised by the three com-
ponents — emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and ineffi-
cacy — in response to chronic job stress (Leiter & Maslach,
2004). An extensive body of research has demonstrated
that employee burnout has negative effects on all sorts
of personal and organisational wellbeing outcomes (e.g.,
Becker, Milad, & Klock, 2006; Honkonen et al., 2006;
Parker & Kulik, 1995; Peterson et al., 2008). Therefore,
it is of great importance to ascertain the antecedents to
burnout and the relevant mechanisms to reduce its dele-
terious effect.

Previous research has demonstrated that positive
forms of leadership matter in alleviating employees’
burnout (e.g., Harms, Credé, Tynan, Leon, & Jeung,
2017; Hildenbrand, Sacramento, & Binnewies, 2018; Mo
& Shi, 2017; Yang & Fry, 2018). Authentic leadership is an

Address for correspondence: Fu Yang, School of Business Administration, Southwestern University of Finance and Economics, No. 555, Liutai Road,
Wenjiang, Chengdu, Sichuan Province, 611130, China. Email: yfu@swufe.edu.cn

emerging leadership model and is considered to underlie
various positive forms of leadership (Avolio & Gardner,
2005). Several studies have revealed the effect of authentic
leadership on burnout and its relevant mechanisms (e.g.,
Boamah, Read, & Laschinger, 2017; Laschinger, Borgogni,
Consiglio, & Read, 2015; Laschinger, Wong, & Grau, 2012,
2013).

Among these studies regarding the mechanisms
whereby authentic leadership impacts burnout, it is worth
noting that Laschinger et al. (2013) first explored the
mechanism from the perspective of empowerment and
found that authentic leadership had an indirect effect
on nurses’ emotional exhaustion and cynicism through
structural empowerment. While admitting their contribu-
tion to the literature, we suggest that their model cannot
comprehensively explain the psychological process of how
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Figure 1
The hypothesised model.

authentic leadership impacts burnout from the perspec-
tive of empowerment. Three broad categories of empow-
erment — that is, leadership, structural, and psychological
perspectives of empowerment — have been examined in
the literature (Spreitzer, 1995). The leadership perspective
of empowerment has emphasised the energising aspects of
leaders’ empowering styles and behaviours. In this regard,
authentic leadership represents the leadership perspective
of empowerment because authentic leaders are especially
interested in energising and empowering their followers
to make a difference (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, &
Walumbwa, 2005; Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005;
Luthans & Avolio, 2003). From the structural perspective,
structural empowerment focuses on policies and practices
enacted by management aimed at transferring power from
management to employees (Conger & Kanungo, 1988).
From a psychological perspective, psychological empow-
erment is defined as an individual’s experience of intrinsic
motivation that is based on four cognitions of one’s work:
meaning (i.e., value of work goal or work purpose), com-
petence (i.e., self-efficacy), self-determination (i.e., choice
about activities and work methods), and impact (i.e., in-
fluence on work outcomes; Spreitzer, 1996).

Although Laschinger et al. (2013) found that authentic
leadership (i.e., the leadership perspective of empower-
ment) had an indirect impact on burnout through struc-
tural empowerment (i.e., the structural perspective of em-
powerment), the absence of psychological empowerment
in the research means there is not a complete picture of
how authentic leadership influences burnout because em-
ployees must experience being psychologically empow-
ered for empowerment to be effective (Carless, 2004;
Wallach & Mueller, 2006). The model of empowerment
process proposed by Conger and Kanungo (1988) rein-
forces this argument with the proposition that leadership
influences individuals’ outcomes by implementing em-
powerment practices and in turn eliciting the individuals’
perceptions of psychological empowerment. Therefore,
integrating the three different perspectives of empower-
ment (i.e., authentic leadership, structural empowerment,

and psychological empowerment) and linking them to
burnout is warranted.

In answering Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing,
and Peterson’s (2008) call for a multilevel approach to
examining authentic leadership, this study adopts a mul-
tilevel research design and draws on the model of em-
powerment process as a theoretical underpinning to posit
the chain mediating role of structural and psychologi-
cal empowerment in the relationship between authentic
leadership and emotional exhaustion, the core element of
burnout, conceptualising authentic leadership and struc-
tural empowerment as group-level constructs and psy-
chological empowerment and emotional exhaustion as
individual-level variables (Figure 1). In view that current
studies have primarily focused on the effect of authentic
leadership on nurses’ burnout, this study uses a sample
of primary and secondary school teachers to test the hy-
pothesised model in Figure 1, thus contributing to the
literature by showing a comprehensive process of how au-
thentic leadership impacts teacher emotional exhaustion
from the perspective of empowerment.

Literature Review and Hypotheses
Development
Authentic Leadership, Structural Empowerment, and
Psychological Empowerment

Authentic leadership is defined as ‘a pattern of leader
behavior that draws upon and promotes both positive psy-
chological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to fos-
ter greater self-awareness, an internalised moral perspec-
tive, balanced processing of information, and relational
transparency on the part of leaders working with follow-
ers, fostering positive self-development’ (Walumbwa et al.,
2008, p. 94), and is composed of four components: self-
awareness, relationship transparency, balanced process-
ing, and internalised moral perspective. Self-awareness
refers to leaders understanding their strengths, weak-
nesses and motives, as well as recognising how others
view their leadership. Relationship transparency involves
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leaders openly sharing information and expressing their
true thoughts and feelings. Balanced processing denotes
that leaders objectively analyse all relevant information
and solicit views that challenge their deeply held posi-
tions before coming to a decision. An internalised moral
perspective entails leader behaviours that are guided by
internal moral standards and values rather than by group,
organisational, and societal pressures. Conceptualising
authentic leadership as a group-level construct means that
members in the same group share similar perceptions re-
garding the extent to which their leader exhibits authentic
leadership behaviour.

Kanter’s (1993) theory of structural empowerment de-
scribes four organisational empowerment structures: ac-
cess to information, support, resources, and opportuni-
ties. Having access to these structures is influenced by
formal and informal power systems. Formal power is ev-
ident in jobs that are flexible, visible, and central to the
organisation’s goal and supports employee creativity and
discretionary decision making. Informal power is derived
from close contacts and social alliances with sponsors,
peers, and subordinates both within and outside the or-
ganisation. Structural empowerment is high when em-
ployees have access to these empowerment structures in
the workplace. Structural empowerment conceptualised
as a group-level variable is also termed as empowerment
climate, which entails that members in the same group
share similar perceptions of managerial structure, poli-
cies, and practices related to empowerment because the
social processes take place within the group (Seibert, Sil-
ver, & Randolph, 2004).

Because leaders implement organisational policies and
model desired behaviours, they behave as ‘climate engi-
neers’ to shape employees’ perceptions of their organisa-
tion (Naumann & Bennett 2000). Following this logic, we
view authentic leadership as contributing to team mem-
bers’ shared perceptions of empowerment (i.e., empow-
erment climate or structural empowerment at the group
level). Authentic leadership behaviours demonstrated by
a team leader allow team members to have access to in-
formation, support, resources, and opportunities to learn
and develop, which constitute empowering structures in
the team. Authentic leaders encourage followers to openly
share information and tell their true thoughts and feel-
ings, making information flow all around and enabling
followers to readily obtain information required to be ef-
fective at work. Authentic leaders provide employees with
opportunities for sustained development and growth by
helping them discover their talents, developing these into
strengths, and empowering them to do tasks at which
they are good (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). Authentic leaders
support autonomy and provide non-controlling positive
feedback (Ilies et al., 2005). Authentic leaders establish
an authentic relationship with followers characterised by
transparency, openness and trust (Gardner et al., 2005),
which creates more opportunities for group members
observing and interacting with their leaders to interpret

group and organisation practices, as well as sharing and
clarifying perceptions (Kozlowski & Doherty, 1989). Ac-
cording to Dragoni (2005), the effect of leadership on
group climate is a social learning process in which group
members repeatedly observe and interact with their leader
to interpret group and organisation practices. Therefore,
when authentic leaders persistently promote empower-
ment structures, subordinates are well informed that em-
powerment is prioritised, valued and supported, promot-
ing the development of shared cognitions of empower-
ment in the workplace because of the commonality of the
leaders’ messages and practices (Zohar & Tenne-Gazit,
2008), which constitutes the empowerment climate, that
is, structural empowerment at the group level. Thus, we
propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: Authentic leadership is positively related to
structural empowerment at the group level.

The theory of structural empowerment claims that
management can empower employees by ensuring that
they have access to information, support, resources, and
opportunities to learn and grow, that is, establishing em-
powering structures in the workplace, which in turn shape
work attitudes and behaviours (Kanter, 1993). Gardner
et al. (2005) suggested that in order to elicit positive out-
comes, authentic leaders should provide an empowerment
climate that gives full access to information, support, re-
sources, and opportunities to learn and develop. Some
studies evidenced the above arguments with the findings
that structural empowerment mediated the relationships
both between transformational leadership and psycho-
logical empowerment and between authentic leadership
and relational social capital (Sun, Zhang, Qi, & Chen,
2012; Read & Laschinger, 2015). Thus, we view structural
empowerment as an important mechanism whereby lead-
ership in general, and authentic leadership in particular,
influences employee psychological empowerment.

As postulated by Hypothesis 1, authentic leadership
fosters an empowerment climate in the group, which
according to relevant theoretical and empirical findings
would elicit individuals’ perceptions of psychological em-
powerment. Social structures in the workplace have a
greater impact on employee work attitudes and behaviours
than do personality and socialisation experiences (Kanter,
1993), and an extensive research has found that organi-
sational climate perceptions are associated with individ-
ual attitudes and behaviours (e.g., Hofmann & Stetzer,
1996; Schneider, Parkington, & Buxton, 1980). Therefore,
we expect that an empowerment climate (i.e., structural
empowerment at the group level) is related to individual-
level perceptions of psychological empowerment. Tuuli
and Rowlinson (2009) distinguished structural empow-
erment and psychological empowerment in referent, fo-
cus, and content. Whereas structural empowerment is the
perception of the presence or absence of empowering
work conditions, psychological empowerment is em-
ployees’ psychological interpretation or reaction to these
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empowering conditions. In other words, structural em-
powerment is an antecedent of psychological empow-
erment. Prior research has found a positive link from
structural empowerment to psychological empowerment
(Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, & Wilk, 2004; Seibert
et al., 2004; Tuuli & Rowlinson, 2009). Combining the
above arguments on the relationships both between au-
thentic leadership and structural empowerment and be-
tween structural empowerment and psychological em-
powerment, we offer the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Structural empowerment mediates the relation-
ship between authentic leadership and psychological empow-
erment.

Structural Empowerment, Psychological Empowerment, and
Emotional Exhaustion

Psychological empowerment is viewed by empowerment
theorists as the mechanism through which contextual
factors influence individual attitudes and behaviours
(Spreitzer, 1995, 1996; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). For
example, Thomas and Velthouse (1990) claimed that envi-
ronmental events providing an individual with data about
the consequences of ongoing task behaviour and about
the future behaviour-related conditions and events shape
the individual’s task appraisals regarding meaningfulness,
competence, impact, and choice, which in turn energise
and sustain the individual’s behaviour. Several studies
integrating social-structural and psychological empow-
erment indicated that the effects of structural empow-
erment on performance and wellbeing are mediated by
psychological empowerment (e.g., Biron & Bamberger,
2010; Laschinger, Finegan, & Shamian, 2001; Seibert et al.,
2004). Therefore, we expect that empowering environ-
mental structures would elicit employees’ perceptions of
being empowered, which in turn would decrease their
emotional exhaustion.

As noted above, psychological empowerment rep-
resents the psychological interpretation or reaction to
structural empowerment, and there is positive relation-
ship between these empowerments. Next, we draw on
the demand-control model (DCM) and the person-
environment fit theory to develop the hypothesised neg-
ative relationship between psychological empowerment
and emotional exhaustion. The DCM postulates that high
job demands lead to high strain, especially when an em-
ployee has a lack of control over his or her job (Karasek,
1979). Control, which is the extent to which an individual
influences which work is to be done and how, and which
is conceptually similar to the psychological empowerment
facets of self-determination and impact, provides the in-
dividual with cognitive, affective, and motivational re-
sources to combat high job demands (Schermuly & Meyer,
2016). Thus, in the framework of the DCM, psychological
empowerment can be seen as an important resource to
reduce high experienced job demands that would drain
one’s physical and emotional resources to cause him or

her emotional exhaustion. The person-environment fit
theory assumes that a fit between the characteristics of
the job and the characteristics of the person decreases
strain (French, Rodgers, & Cobb, 1974; Harrison, 1978).
Therefore, finding the value of a work goal or a work
purpose judged in relation to one’s ideals or standards
(meaning) or feeling one’s own abilities to reach the job
requirements (competence) helps to reduce one’s emo-
tional exhaustion. Several studies provide empirical sup-
port for the negative relationship between psychological
empowerment and emotional exhaustion (Hochwälder,
2007; Hochwälder & Brucefors, 2005; Rantika & Yustina,
2017). Combining the above arguments on the rela-
tionships both between structural empowerment and
psychological empowerment and between psychological
empowerment and emotional exhaustion, we propose the
following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3: Psychological empowerment mediates the re-
lationship between structural empowerment and emotional
exhaustion.

The model of empowerment process suggests that
managers should use empowerment practices aimed at
not only removing external conditions responsible for
powerlessness but also at providing subordinates with
self-efficacy information that results in empowering ex-
periences of the subordinates that in turn leads to their
behaviour effects (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). Consistent
with the argument, Sun et al. (2012) found that trans-
formational leadership influenced subordinate creativity
through the sequential mediation role of structural em-
powerment and psychological empowerment. Therefore,
integrating Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3, we expect that structural
empowerment and psychological empowerment may play
the chain mediating role between authentic leadership and
emotional exhaustion.

Hypothesis 4: Structural empowerment and psychological em-
powerment sequentially mediate the relationship between au-
thentic leadership and emotional exhaustion.

Methods
Sample and Procedure

We contacted the principals at 59 primary and secondary
schools located in the Guangdong province of the People’s
Republic of China and informed them of the objective
of this study. With the principals’ consent, we met with
the teachers in these schools, distributed questionnaires
to them, and collected the data on site. A cover letter
attached to every questionnaire explained the objective
of the survey, assured anonymity and confidentiality, and
informed the voluntary nature of participation in this
study. To facilitate participation, each teacher was given a
small gift.

A total of 412 questionnaires were distributed, of which
406 were returned. Eliminating the participants with miss-
ing data resulted in 378 teachers from 59 schools. Regard-
ing the individual-level data, 60.1% of the participants
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were female; 76.2% were married; 3.4% had a technical
school or high school diploma, 27% had college diploma,
69.3% had a bachelor’s degree, and 0.3% had a gradu-
ate degree; 27.2% had taught for 0–5 years, 17.2% for
6–10 years, 17.5% for 11–15 years, 18.8% for 16–20 years,
and 19.3% for 21 and above years. Regarding the group-
level data, 61.4% of the participating schools were primary
schools, 23.5% were junior high schools, and 15.1% were
senior high schools; the average number of research par-
ticipants was 6.4 (ranging from 2 to 36) from each school.

Measures

The measures of authentic leadership and structural em-
powerment were originally constructed in English and
translated into Chinese by performing a standard transla-
tion and back-translation procedure to ensure measure-
ment equivalence (Brislin, 1980). Unless otherwise indi-
cated, the response scale was from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree).

Authentic leadership. Authentic leadership was measured
using the 16-item Authentic Leadership Questionnaire de-
veloped and validated by Walumbwa et al. (2008). Teach-
ers were asked to rated their principals’ authentic lead-
ership behaviors on a 5-point Likert scale. Sample items
include ‘Is eager to receive feedback to improve interac-
tion with others’ (self-awareness), ‘Solicits views that chal-
lenge his or her deeply held positions’ (balanced process-
ing), ‘Makes decisions based on his/her core beliefs’ (in-
ternalised moral perspective), ‘Is willing to admit mistakes
when they are made’ (relational transparency). The coef-
ficient alpha for this scale was 0.96. Because we conceptu-
alised authentic leadership as a group-level construct, we
aggregated individual-level perceptions of authentic lead-
ership to the group level. To support our aggregation deci-
sion, we calculated within-group agreement index rwg and
intraclass correlation coefficients ICC (1) and ICC (2). We
obtained an average rwg of .97 (Mdn = 0.98, range = 0.85–
1), using a uniform null distribution, an ICC (1) of 0.46,
and an ICC (2) of 0.84 (Bliese, 2000), and an analysis of
variance (ANOVA) indicating a significant between-group
variance, F(58, 319) = 6.38, p < 0.001, all supporting this
aggregation.

Structural empowerment. The 19-item Conditions of
Work Effectiveness Questionnaire-II (CWEQ-II) was
adapted to measure structural empowerment (Laschinger,
Finegan, Shamian, & Wilk, 2001). Sample items include
‘My job gives me the chance to gain new skills and knowl-
edge’ (access to opportunity), ‘I know the values of top
management’ (access to information), ‘I can have access
to helpful hints or problem solving advice’ (access to sup-
port), ‘I have time available to accomplish my job require-
ments’ (access to resources), ‘My innovation on the job
is rewarded’ (formal power), and ‘I am sought out by
peers for help with problems’ (informal power). The co-
efficient alpha is 0.91. Because conceptualising structural
empowerment as a shared perception of a work unit, we

aggregated the individual-level scores to the group level.
In support of this aggregation, we obtained an average rwg

of 0.98 (Mdn = 0.99, range = 0.86–1), using a uniform
null distribution, an ICC(1) of 0.29, an ICC(2) of 0.72
(Bliese, 2000), and a significant between-group variance,
F(58, 319) = 3.51, p < 0.001.

Psychological empowerment. We measured psychologi-
cal empowerment using a 12-item scale developed by
Spreitzer (1995) and translated into Chinese by Li, Li,
Shi, and Chen (2006). 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 sig-
nificant autonomy in determining how I do my job’ (self-
determination), and ‘My impact on what happens in my
school is large’ (impact). The overall reliability coefficient
for this scale was 0.86.

Emotional exhaustion. To measure emotional exhaus-
tion, we used the Chinese version of the 10-item emo-
tional exhaustion subscale of burnout developed by Wang,
Zhang, Gan, and Zhang (2005). A sample item reads ‘I feel
burnt out from my job’. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89.

Control variables. We controlled for a number of
individual-level demographic variables including gender
(1 = male, 0 = female), marital status (1 = married,
0 = unmarried), education degree (1 = technical school
or high school, 2 = college, 3 = bachelor, and 4 = grad-
uate), and years of teaching (1 = 0–5 years, 2 = 6–10
years, 3 = 11–15 years, 4 = 16–20 years, and 5 = 21 and
above years). We also controlled for the group-level vari-
able of school type (1 = primary school, 2 = junior high
school, and 3 = senior high school). Because education
degree, years of teaching, and school type are categorical
variables with more than two levels, these variables were
transformed into dummy variables before testing the hy-
potheses: 3 dummy variables for education degree, 4 for
years of teaching, and 2 for school type, using technical
school or high school, 0 to 5 years, and primary school as
referent groups respectively.

Analytic Strategy

Taking into account the nested nature of the data (i.e.,
teachers were nested within principals), we used multi-
level structural equation modelling (MSEM) to test these
hypotheses. When testing mediation effects, MSEM is su-
perior to the hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) ap-
proach that applies Baron and Kenny’s (1986) multistep
regressions into the multilevel setting (Preacher, Zyphur,
& Zhang, 2010). Specifically, as compared to the HLM ap-
proach, MSEM can directly estimate mediation effects and
the multiple paths that constitute these mediation effects,
add information on how the hypothesised model fits the
data, and prevent conflating between-group and within-
group relationships (Sun et al., 2012). We performed the
analyses using Mplus 7.0 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2012)
with robust full maximum likelihood (MLR) estimation.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities and Correlations Among the Study Variables

Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Authentic leadership 3.97 0.66 (0.96)
2. Structural empowerment 3.77 0.48 0.59∗∗ (0.91)
3. Psychological empowerment 3.73 0.51 0.60∗∗ 0.66∗∗ (0.86)
4. Emotional exhaustion 2.79 0.73 − 0.15∗∗ − 0.41∗∗ − 0.29∗∗ (0.89)

Note: All correlations are at the individual level. Reliability estimates are listed in the parentheses along the diagonal (N = 378).
∗∗p < .01 (two-tailed).

Table 2
Results for MSEM Comparison

Model � 2 df CFI TLI RMSEA TRd (�df)

Hypothesised model (see Figure 1) 534.42 279 0.89 0.87 0.049
Alternative model 1 (adding a direct path from authentic leadership to emotional exhaustion) 531.93 278 0.89 0.87 0.049 2.49 (1)
Alternative model 2 (adding a direct path from structural empowerment to emotional exhaustion) 534.04 278 0.89 0.87 0.049 0.38 (1)
Alternative model 3 (adding a direct path from authentic leadership to psychological empowerment) 520.41 278 0.90 0.88 0.048 14.01 (1)∗∗∗

Note: TRd = Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference.
∗∗∗p < .001.

Results
Common Method Variance Assessing

Because self-reported data were used in this study, Har-
man’s single-factor test was performed to examine the
possible issue of common method variance (CMV; Pod-
sakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Unrotated
principal component factor analysis showed that 10 fac-
tors accounted for 64.37% of the variance and that the
first largest factor accounted for 30.45% of the variance,
less than 40%. Therefore, we suggested that CMV was not
a major issue in this study.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Descriptive Statistics

We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) at the
individual level to verify the discriminative validity of
the four employee self-reported variables, including au-
thentic leadership, structural empowerment, psychologi-
cal empowerment, and emotional exhaustion. Consistent
with prior research (Hisung, 2012; Leroy, Anseel, Gard-
ner, & Sels, 2015), we used item parcels to maintain an
appropriate indicator-to-sample-size ratio. Following the
recommendations by Little, Cunningham, Shahar, and
Widaman (2002), we created four domain-representative
parcels for authentic leadership and psychological empow-
erment and six for structural empowerment, and did five
random parcels for emotional exhaustion. Results revealed
that the four-factor model fitted the data well (χ2 =425.66,
df = 146, TLI = 0.93, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.07). Model
comparison indicated that this model fitted the data better
than any of the alternative models: the two-factor model
A (structural empowerment and psychological empower-
ment were combined into a single factor; �χ2 = 92.35,
�df = 3, p < .001), the two-factor model B (authentic
leadership and structural empowerment were combined
into a single factor; �χ2 = 679.04, �df = 3, p < .001),
the two-factor model C (authentic leadership and psycho-

logical empowerment were combined into a single factor;
�χ2 = 231.26, �df = 3, p < .001), and one-factor model
(all constructs were combined into a single factor; �χ2 =
1762.68, �df = 3, p < .001). Table 1 presents means, stan-
dard deviations, correlations, and internal consistent reli-
abilities of all the study variables.

Hypotheses Testing

Before analysing cross-level effects, two null model esti-
mations were used to test the significant level of between-
group variances in psychological empowerment and emo-
tional exhaustion. The results showed that 24% of the
variance in emotional exhaustion and 23% of the variance
in psychological empowerment resided between groups
and that between-group differences in average scores for
these two variables were all significant and meaningful
(p < .01; p < .001), indicating that group-level factors
were meaningful for explaining these two individual-level
variables.

Using MSEM and the same item parcels as the above
CFAs, we tested our hypotheses through a series of nested
model comparisons. Mplus output warned that the chi-
square value for MLR cannot be used for chi-square dif-
ference testing in the regular way and instructed us to
follow the two steps described on the Mplus website to
compute the Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference
TRd. As shown in Table 2, the hypothesised model (as
shown in Figure 1) had an acceptable fit to the data (χ2 =
534.42, df = 279, CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.87, RMSEA =
0.049). In the first alternative model, we added a direct
path from authentic leadership to emotional exhaustion.
The results showed that this model did not significantly
differ from the hypothesised model (TRd [1] = 2.49, ns)
and that the path from authentic leadership to emo-
tional exhaustion was not significant, providing support
for the hypothesised model. We added a direct path from
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Table 3
Results for Testing the Hypotheses

estimate/ 95% confidence
Path Estimate standard error interval

Direct effects
Between-group direct path (Hypothesis 1)
Authentic leadership→structural empowerment 0.45∗∗∗ 5.64 [0.30, 0.61]
Cross-level direct path

Structural empowerment→psychological empowerment 0.40∗ 2.49 [0.09, 0.71]
Authentic leadership→psychological empowerment 0.24∗∗ 2.99 [0.08, 0.40]

Within-group direct path
Psychological empowerment→emotional exhaustion − 0.46∗∗∗ − 3.48 [−0.72, −0.20]

Between-group direct path
Psychological empowerment→emotional exhaustion − 0.70∗ − 2.49 [-1.24, −0.15]

Indirect effects
Authentic leadership→structural empowerment→psychological empowerment (Hypothesis 2) 0.18∗∗ 2.73 [0.05, 0.31]
Structural empowerment→psychological empowerment→ emotional exhaustion (Hypothesis 3)a − 0.28† − 1.65 [−0.60, 0.05]
Authentic leadership→structural empowerment→psychological empowerment→emotional
exhaustion (Hypothesis 4)b

− 0.13† − 1.68 [−0.27, 0.02]

Authentic leadership→psychological empowerment→emotional exhaustion − 0.17∗ − 2.44 [−0.30, −0.03]

Note: Unstandardised estimates are reported. Five variables were controlled in analysis: gender, education degree, marital status, years of teaching, and school type. a 90% confidence
interval [−0.55, −0.00]. b90% confidence interval [−0.25, −0.00].
†p < .1. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001 (two-tailed).

structural empowerment to emotional exhaustion to form
the second alternative model. This model showed no sig-
nificant difference in model fit compared to the hypoth-
esised model (TRd [1] = 0.38, ns); moreover, the added
path from structural empowerment to emotional exhaus-
tion was insignificant, these results indicating that the hy-
pothesised model was more parsimonious and fitted the
data better than the second alternative model. In the third
alternative model, a direct path from authentic leadership
to psychological empowerment was added. This model
showed a significant change in the Satorra-Bentler scaled
chi-square (TRd [1] = 14.01, p < .001) and had better
fit indices compared to the hypothesised model (χ2 =
520.41, df = 278, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.88, RMSEA =
0.048); moreover, the added path from authentic leader-
ship to psychological empowerment was significant and
in the expected direction. Therefore, we concluded that
alternative model 3 provided the best fit to our data and
was used to test our hypotheses.

Table 3 presents the direct and indirect effects based
on alternative model 3. Estimate, estimate/standard error,
and 95% confidence interval for each direct and indirect
effect are reported. Hypothesis 1 predicted that authentic
leadership was positively associated to group structural
empowerment. As shown in Table 3, the direct path from
authentic leadership to structural empowerment was sig-
nificant (b = 0.45, p < .001, 95% CI [0.30, 0.61]). Hence,
Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that structural empowerment
mediated the relationship between authentic leadership
and psychological empowerment. As shown in Table 3,
the indirect effect of authentic leadership on psychological
empowerment through structural empowerment was sig-
nificant (b = 0.18, p < .01, 95% CI [0.05, 0.31]). Given that
the direct path from authentic leadership to psychological

empowerment was significant (b = 0.24, p < .01, 95% CI
[0.08, 0.40]), it can be concluded that structural empow-
erment played a partial mediation role between authentic
leadership and psychological empowerment. Hence, Hy-
pothesis 2 was supported.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that the cross-level effect of
structural empowerment on emotional exhaustion was
mediated by psychological empowerment. Zhang, Zyphur,
and Preacher (2009) argued that cross-level mediation ef-
fects may be confounded if one looks at within-group
effects as mediators rather than between-group effects.
As such, we specified calculating the cross-level media-
tion effect with the between-group effect of psychological
empowerment on emotional exhaustion rather than the
within-group effect of that. As shown in Table 3, the indi-
rect effect via psychological empowerment was marginally
significant when we used a two-tailed test (b = −0.28,
p < .1, 95% CI [−0.60, 0.05]). However, this indirect ef-
fect was significant when we used a single-tailed test (b =
−0.28, p < .1, 90% CI [−0.55, −0.00]) and consistent
with Hypothesis 3 in the predicted direction. Thus, we
suggest that Hypothesis 3 was supported. Since structural
empowerment was not directly related to emotional ex-
haustion, psychological empowerment fully mediated this
relationship.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the relationship between
authentic leadership and emotional exhaustion was se-
quentially mediated by structural empowerment and psy-
chological empowerment. As Table 3 shows, although this
chain mediation effect was marginally significant when
using a two-tailed test (b = −0.13, p < .1, 95% CI [−0.27,
0.02]), it was significant when using a single-tailed test
(b =−0.13, p < .1, 90% CI [−0.25, −0.00]) and consistent
with Hypothesis 4 in the predicted direction. Hence, Hy-
pothesis 4 was supported. As shown in Table 3, in addition
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to the chain mediation effect of structural empowerment
and psychological empowerment, the indirect effect of au-
thentic leadership on emotional exhaustion through psy-
chological empowerment was also significant (b = −0.17,
p < 0.05, 95% CI [−0.30, −0.03]).

Discussion
Theoretical Implications

This study expands on previous research into the effects
of empowerment in several ways. First, a novel finding
of our study was that authentic leadership has a positive
effect on group empowerment climate, in addition to its
effect on the positive affective tone of the team (Hmieleski,
Cole, & Baron, 2012), safety climate (Borgersen, Hystad,
Larsson, & Eid, 2014), and justice climate (Hsiung, 2012;
Kiersch & Byrne, 2015). According to Dragoni (2005), we
suggest that the relationship between authentic leadership
and structural empowerment at the group level can be
explained as a social learning process, that is, when au-
thentic leaders model constantly building empowerment
structure in the group, group members recognise that em-
powerment is prioritised, valued, and supported in the
group, promoting the shared perceptions of empower-
ment among the group members, hence the emergence
of the group empowerment climate. Second, by exam-
ining the mediating role of structural empowerment in
the relationship between authentic leadership and psy-
chological empowerment, this study extends previous re-
search on the effect of authentic leadership on psycholog-
ical empowerment. Although the main effect of authentic
leadership on psychological empowerment was found in
some studies (e.g., Shapira-Lishchinsky & Tsemach, 2014;
Walumbwa, Wang, Wang, Schaubroeck, & Avolio, 2010;
Zhang, Song, Wang, & Liu, 2018), our study is among
the first to identify the mediating mechanism. Extending
the previous research on examining the relationships be-
tween authentic leadership and structural empowerment
(e.g., Laschinger et al., 2013; Read & Laschinger, 2015)
or psychological empowerment (e.g., Walumbwa et al.,
2010; Shapira-Lishchinsky & Tsemach, 2014; Zhang et al.,
2018), this study integrates the three different perspec-
tives of empowerment — authentic leadership (as the
leadership aspect of empowerment), structural empow-
erment (i.e., empowerment climate), and psychological
empowerment — at multiple levels and shows that au-
thentic leadership fosters the group empowerment cli-
mate, which in turn shapes individual perceptions of psy-
chological empowerment, thus adding to the knowledge
of the specific effects of various empowerments at multi-
ple levels of analysis. Third, by examining the cross-level
mediation effect of structural empowerment at the group
level on emotional exhaustion through psychological em-
powerment, this study unveils the process regarding how
empowerment climate influences emotional exhaustion.
Consistent with the previous findings of psychological em-
powerment as a mechanism whereby structural empow-

erment affects organisational- and personal-related out-
comes (e.g., Biron & Bamberger, 2010; Laschinger et al.,
2001; Seibert et al, 2004), our study provides evidence
for the proposition that structural empowerment has an
indirect effect on emotional exhaustion through psycho-
logical empowerment. However, our study is among the
first to test the proposition at multiple levels of analysis.
Fourth, this study provides new insight into how authen-
tic leadership influences emotional exhaustion. Extending
previous research with structural empowerment as a sole
mediator in the relationship between authentic leadership
and emotional exhaustion (Laschinger et al., 2013), this
study incorporates structural empowerment and psycho-
logical empowerment and reflects that authentic leader-
ship influences emotional exhaustion through group-level
structural empowerment and individual-level psycholog-
ical empowerment in sequence. Therefore, it gives a more
comprehensive account of the process of the trickle-down
effect of empowerment on emotional exhaustion and pro-
vides further evidence for the model of empowerment
process, in addition to Sun et al. (2012)’s findings. Addi-
tionally, given that previous studies mostly focused on the
relationship between authentic leadership and burnout
among nurses (e.g., Boamah et al., 2017; Laschinger et al.,
2015), the findings in this study underscore the generalis-
ability of the effect of authentic leadership on burnout in
non-health-care professional groups.

Practical Implications

Our findings show that authentic leaders can enhance
individuals’ experience of empowerment by implement-
ing empowering practices and creating an autonomous
work environment, suggesting that empowerment origi-
nates from leadership and that increased empowerment
can be achieved through enhancing authentic leadership.
For example, we can obtain more authentic leaders by se-
lecting and promoting individuals who possess the char-
acteristics underlying each of the components of authentic
leadership (Ilies et al., 2005). Because individuals with a
positive self-concept have a better self-awareness and emo-
tionally intelligent individuals understand themselves and
their own emotions more, the individuals who score high
in these individual differences of positive self-concept and
emotional intelligence should be selected and promoted
to leading posts. Also, organisations can obtain more au-
thentic leaders by implementing some developmental ini-
tiatives to foster each of the components of authentic
leadership (Ilies et al., 2005). For example, multisource
feedback (from followers, peers, and supervisors) can be
utilised to enhance a leader’s self-awareness because it en-
ables them to have a greater understanding of how he or
she is perceived by others and eliminate potential discrep-
ancy between self-perceptions and others’ perceptions.

The findings also indicate that authentic leadership
may decrease followers’ emotional exhaustion by foster-
ing empowering work conditions and further increasing
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the followers’ empowerment experience. For less emo-
tional exhaustion to be experienced, leaders should foster
work environments that empower and enable followers
to accomplish their work. Leaders should provide their
followers with information about organisational values,
goal, and policies. By gaining organisation-relevant in-
formation such as its strategy and goals, individuals may
feel psychological ownership of the organisation, have the
knowledge of how their work roles and behaviours have
an impact on its success, and make autonomous choices
beneficial for the organisation (Spreitzer, 1996). Leaders
should provide their followers with various supports, in-
cluding feedback, guidance, and emotional support. By
taking time to have a dialogue about a subordinate’s
strengths and how these can be brought into full play,
a leader can build a closer connection with the subordi-
nate that leads to his or her personal identification with
and feeling of psychological empowerment from the leader
(Walumbwa et al., 2010). Leaders should provide their fol-
lowers with challenges, rewards, and professional devel-
opment opportunities to increase knowledge and skills.
By helping them discover their talents, developing them
into strengths, and empowering them to perform tasks at
which they are adept, leaders can meet followers’ needs
for competence and autonomy (Gardner et al., 2005). Fi-
nally, leaders should provide employees with various re-
sources, such as materials, money, supplies, time, and the
equipment required to accomplish organisational goals to
promote employee empowerment.

Limitations and Future Directions

Notwithstanding its theoretical contributions and prac-
tical implications, this study has some limitations that
should be noted. First, because a cross-sectional design
was used in this study, we cannot conclusively draw causal
inferences about the relationships among the examined
variables. Thus, a longitudinal design should be used in
future research to confirm the causality among the vari-
ables examined in this study. Second, the self-reported
data in our study raises a concern over CMV. However,
we suggest that CMV has little impact on our findings
based on the following reasons. Although we obtained the
data from the teachers’ self-reports, the individual-level
data of authentic leadership and structural empowerment
were aggregated to the group level, which would address
the issue of CMV because the individual differences in
authentic leadership and structural empowerment were
treated as an error when averaging these individual-level
data to the group level (Bono & Judge, 2003). Moreover,
the results of the CFAs and Harman’s single-factor test
indicated that CMV was not a major issue in this study.
Nevertheless, future research should collect data from dif-
ferent sources at different time periods to further mitigate
concern over CMV. In addition, because structural em-
powerment is more objective than psychological empow-
erment, future research should use an objective measure of

structural empowerment to replicate and extend the cur-
rent study. A final limitation is about whether our findings
could extend to other cultural contexts besides China’s.
Followers’ reactions in high power distance cultures like
China may depend more on the relational aspects of the
treatment by their leaders, such as neutrality, trustworthi-
ness and respect for their rights, while their counterparts
in low power distance cultures tend to maintain a more
formal relationship with their supervisors that could limit
meaningful interactions with the supervisors. As a result,
authentic leaders who show care and respect for their fol-
lowers may have a stronger effect on follower outcomes
in high power distance cultures than in low power dis-
tance cultures (Walumbwa et al., 2010). Therefore, future
research should examine the influences societal culture
differences may have on our findings.
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