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Abstract
Based on social learning theory, this paper investigated the relationship between authentic leadership and employee
voice as well as the mediating role of felt obligations for change, and the moderating role of power distance orientation.
Using a questionnaire survey, we collected employee data in China, and obtained 183 usable responses to test our
hypotheses. The results show that authentic leadership is positively related to employee voice, authentic leadership
positively influences felt obligations for change, and felt obligations for change mediates the relationship between
authentic leadership and employee voice. Further, power distance orientation moderates the influence of authentic
leadership on felt obligations for change. Theoretical implications, managerial implications, and future directions are
discussed.
Keywords: authentic leadership, felt obligation for change, power distance orientation, employee voice
1. Introduction
In a rapidly changing and increasingly complex organizational environment, organizations urgently need employees to
express their voices to enhance creativity and performance. Employee voice is a kind of challenging positive behavior
that can improve the operation of the organization. Moreover, it plays an important role in improving the efficiency of
the organization’s operation, performance, and its ability to prevent organizational crises (Helfrich & Dietl, 2019).
Therefore, how to enable employees to actively express their voices and participate in decision-making activities has
become a key goal for maintaining the survival and development of an organization. Lin et al. (2019) believed that one
of the important responsibilities of leaders is to boost employees’ voices. In the organization, leaders have enormous
resources and control rewards and penalties for employees, so the attitudes and behaviors of leadership are important
factors affecting employee voice. Authentic leadership has been a focal area in the leadership field and has positive
effects on managerial implications. Walumbwa et al. (2008) found that authentic leaders use their self-awareness,
morality, balanced information processing, and relational transparency to improve the positive psychological states of
members of the organization and create a leadership style that fosters a positive working climate in the organization.
Studies have shown that authentic leadership has a positive impact on the operation of the organization, organizational
commitment, and the behaviors of colleagues (Nasab & Afshari, 2019). Therefore, the influence of authentic
leadership on the active behaviors of organizational members has gradually become a research hotspot for scholars
(Searle & Barbuto, 2013), and employee voice is an important aspect of employees’ active behaviors.
To follow this line of research, we take a subordinate-centered perspective to investigate the psychological process
through which authentic leadership influences an employee’s voice as well as one of the situational factors that might
change this process. From this perspective, we can obtain a better understanding of how authentic leadership shapes
employees’ voices via the subordinates’ self-concept. Specifically, we propose that authentic leadership could be
positively related to employees’ voices through the employee’s felt obligation for change. Although felt obligation for
constructive change has been examined as an individual difference in some studies (Fuller, Marler, & Hester, 2006),
one study has shown that felt obligation for constructive change is an important self-concept, which could be
influenced by the work context (Culbert, 1974). Furthermore, we argue that power distance orientation, which refers to
a subordinate’s acceptance of inequality in the organization, could moderate the relationship between authentic
leadership and felt obligation for change. Thus, we examine the mediating role of felt obligation for change and the
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moderating role of power distance orientation between authentic leadership and employee voice from a
subordinate-centered perspective.
We extend the research on authentic leadership in three directions. First, drawing on social learning theory, we argue
that authentic leadership might trigger employees’ positive outcomes. Thus, it is reasonable to hypothesize that
authentic leadership might have a positive effect on employee voice. Second, we contribute to the literature on
authentic leadership by shifting the research focus from a positive psychology perspective to awareness of
responsibility. Previous studies examined the mechanism between authentic leadership and employee voice from a
positive psychology perspective, such as organization-based self-esteem (Liang, 2017). However, there is a paucity of
research investigating the awareness of responsibility. Our study takes a subordinate-centered perspective to deepen
our understanding of the relationship between authentic leadership and employee voice. Third, we extend the literature
on authentic leadership by examining power distance orientation as a moderator. Our study enriches understanding of
the complexities underlying employees’ responses towards authentic leadership by proposing that employees’ power
distance orientation could improve their felt obligation for change.
2. Theory and Hypotheses
2.1 Authentic Leadership and Employee Voice
Authentic leadership, which combines the characteristics of transformational leadership and ethical leadership, is
reflected in the improvement of leaders’ self-awareness and internalized moral level, openness of the relationship with
their employees, and an active leadership style that elevates the relationship with subordinates (Avolio et al., 2004).
Employee voice refers to the ability of employees in the workplace to publicly express their own opinions on problems,
including giving feedback on the behaviors or attitudes of others and solving work-related problems (Liang, Farh, &
Farh, 2012). Authentic leadership provides a positive role model, presenting self-consistency and altruistic behavior in
the organization. Additionally, the core concept of authentic leadership encourages employees to find meaning in their
work and follow their intentions and values to develop a behavioral style of “say all you know and say it without
reserve” (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Authentic leadership enhances employees’ ability to find self-esteem at work,
without having to fear leadership authority and organizational pressure to express their opinions and ideas (Alvesson &
Einola, 2019).
Social learning theory refers to how individuals learn based on their own observations and how they use behavioral and
learning experiences to shape their future behavior (Bandura, 1977). Individuals’ social learning helps them to
generate new patterns of behavior. Thus, employees will follow the role model of authentic leadership, thereby
learning to express their true selves and actively sharing their ideas. Furthermore, authentic leadership would enhance
the effectiveness of the leaders’ behavior as a role model, which influences the social learning behavior of subordinates,
and establishes a transparent and authentic organizational climate. Therefore, authentic leadership can create an
outspoken climate to encourage employee voice. Prior work has shown that authentic leadership can influence
employees’ positive organizational behavior (Yammarinoet al., 2008), such as creativity (Regoet al., 2014),
organizational citizenship behavior (Joo & Jo, 2017), and voice behavior (Hsiung, 2012). Consequently, in this study,
it was expected that authentic leadership would have a positive effect on employee voice. The more leaders lean toward
authentic leadership, the more employees will give their suggestions. Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1. Authentic leadership is positively related to employee voice.
2.2 Authentic Leadership and Felt Obligations for Change
Felt responsibility is an important self-concept that reflects employees’ perception of their responsibilities and
obligations for the results of their work (Culbert, 1974). In contrast, felt obligation for change means that such
responsibilities and obligations are more active. Additionally, it reflects individuals’ willingness to not only make
more effort to endure responsibilities and obligations but also actively improve the working process to set higher work
goals. Compared with other leadership styles, authentic leadership is more conducive to the formation of employees
felt responsibility.
Based on social learning theory, leaders are at the core of the organizational structure, and their traits and behaviors are
often the objects of employee attention and learning. When employees observe the honest, fair, and courageous
characteristics of authentic leadership, they will realize that these responsible behaviors are recognized and expected
by the organization. According to the role model concept from social learning theory, these responsible behaviors will
further become objects of employee learning and imitation, and thus employees will show proactive and responsible
action (Mumford et al., 2002). Therefore, authentic leadership will stimulate employees’ felt obligation for change
through role models. Authentic leaders can express their values and positions so that employees can consider the
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situations in leadership positions and truly feel a sense of belonging in the workplace (Fuller et al., 2006). Thus, this
study assumes that authentic leadership should have a positive influence on the felt obligation for change of employees.
The more leaders tend to be authentic, the stronger the employees’ felt obligation for change. according to the
discussion above, we posit:
Hypothesis 2. Authentic leadership is positively related to employees’ felt obligation for change.
2.3 Mediating Role of Felt Obligation for Change
In social learning theory, individuals improve their own behaviors through observation and learning (Bandura, 1977).
Employees who adopt authentic leaders as role models learn to take responsibility for their own work performance and
organizational development to develop their own felt obligation for change. Additionally, employees’ felt obligation
for change could enhance employee voice. Shinet al. (2019) stated that employees’ intrinsic motivation for initiative
can improve their performance: that is, employees’ willingness to actively exert more effort in their work and achieve
more than expected results. Felt obligation for change is the psychological state that reflects employees’ intrinsic
motivation to show initiative. This psychological state would encourage employees to view challenging behaviors,
such as creativity and responsibility, as opportunities to improve the quality of their work, and it is more feasible for
them to act. Felt obligation for change prompts employees to adopt constructive behaviors that they believe will benefit
team members (Fuller et al., 2006). Employee voice is also a type of constructive behavior, manifested in employees
expressing their ideas in public about problems in the workplace, including an understanding of ideas, behaviors, and
solving work-related problems. Previous studies have shown that felt obligation for change is a key factor in the
relationship between leadership styles and employees’ extra-role behavior. For example, felt obligation for change
mediates the effects of work environment on change-oriented organizational citizenship behavior (Choi, 2007), while
servant leadership influences followers’ voice via employees’ felt obligation for change (Arain, Hameed, & Crawshaw,
2019). Thus, this study assumes that authentic leadership will influence employee voice via felt obligation for change.
Therefore, the following hypothesis was proposed:
Hypothesis 3: Felt obligation for change mediates the positive relationship between authentic leadership and
employee voice.
2.4 Moderating Role of Power Distance Orientation
In previous research, cultural differences have been regarded as one of the boundary conditions for authentic
leadership to affect employees’ behaviors in the organization (Avolio et al., 2004). In this study, we discuss employees’
power distance orientation as a power attitude in the organization, which belongs at the individual level. Power
distance orientation refers to individuals’ acceptance of unequal power distribution in the organization (Clugston,
Howell, & Dorfman, 2000). Employees with a high abide by the position gap between themselves and leaders. In the
process of working with leaders, they are more willing to blindly follow the orders and decisions of their leaders and
maintain a greater social distance from them. In this circumstance, the leadership behavior will be magnified by the
employees, but it will help to demonstrate leadership effectiveness. Thus, employees with high power distance
orientation are more likely to manifest authentic leadership behaviors, such as self-awareness, transparent relationships,
and internalized morality. This will further strengthen employees’ responsibility for organizational work and their felt
obligation for change. Moreover, high power distance orientation will also be a catalyst for employees’ sense of
responsibility and strengthen the positive influence of leadership on employees’ felt obligation for change. Previous
studies also provided relevant evidence: for example, power distance orientation moderates the positive cross-level
relationship between transformational leadership and procedural justice (Kirkman et al., 2009) and individual power
distance orientation moderates the relationship between abusive supervision and employee job satisfaction (Lin, Wang,
& Chen, 2013). Therefore, this study infers that power distance orientation will moderate the relationship between
authentic leadership and employees’ felt obligation for change. The greater the power distance orientation, the stronger
the positive influence of authentic leadership on employees felt obligation for change. Therefore, the following
hypothesis was proposed:
Hypothesis 4. Power distance orientation moderates the relationship between authentic leadership and
employees’ felt obligation for change.
The conceptual model of this study is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model
3.Method
3.1 Sample and Procedure
The sample comprised full-time employees of several companies in Fujian, China. We examined the hypotheses using
survey data from the questionnaires, which were distributed online through the researcher. After completing the online
survey, each respondent returned it anonymously and directly to the authors. Finally, 183 valid questionnaires were
collected. Among the respondents, 53.6% were female and 61.7% were college graduates. The age was mostly 20–30
years (63.9%) and the tenure was mostly 1–5 years (30.4%). In terms of company demographics, 67.8% of the
respondents were from private enterprises and 19.1% were engaged in the financial industry.
3.2 Measures
Following the translation and back-translation procedure suggested by Brislin (1986), we created Chinese versions of
the measures our variables. All items were assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree.
Authentic leadership was measured using the 14-item scale developed by Neide and Schriesheim (2011). Sample items
included “My leader clearly states what he/she means.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .93.
Felt obligation for change was measured using the 5-item scale developed by Morrison and Phelps (1999). Sample
items included “I feel a personal sense of responsibility to bring about change at work.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale
was .86.
Power distance orientation was measured using the 6-item scale developed by Dorfman and Howell (1988). Sample
items included “A supervisor's use of authority and power is often necessary in order to assure that work is done
efficiently.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .84.
Employee voice was measured using the 10-item scale developed by Liang et al. (2012). Sample items included “Make
constructive suggestions to improve the unit’s operation” and “Advise other colleagues against undesirable behaviors
that would hamper job performance.” Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .91.
As prior research has shown that some demographic characteristics may inﬂuence the extent to which individuals
engage in voice behavior (Duan, Kwan, & Ling, 2014; Xu et al., 2019), we controlled for these variables (i.e., gender,
age, and tenure).
4. Results
4.1 Measurement Model Analysis
We tested a four-factor confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) model. Inspection of the fit indices indicated that the model
had poor fitness (χ2/df = 3.17, RMSEA = .11, NFI = .83, NNFI = .86, CFI = .88, IFI = .88). The reason may be that we
did not distinguish the sub-dimensions of authentic leadership and employee voice, but to maintain consistency with
previous research we retained the original hypothetical model and analyzed authentic leadership and employee voice
with the overall concept. We also built three competing models. The three-factor model combines authentic leadership
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and felt obligation for change into one factor, Δχ2(1) = 398.08, p < .01. The two-factor model combines authentic
leadership, felt obligation for change, and power distance orientation, Δχ2(3) = 951.10, p < .01. The one-factor model
combines all items into one factor, Δχ2(10) = 3814.69, p < .01. The results showed that the proposed four-factor model
provided a better fit to the data than these competing models, which further supports the discriminant validity of the
four-factor model.
4.2 Assessing Common Method Bias
We conducted Harman’s one-factor test using exploratory factor analysis for all the independent variables (except
demographics) to check common method bias. The first factor accounted for only 29.69% of the total variance. No
single major factor emerged to explain the majority of the variance involved in the model, and the result showed that no
substantial common method bias existed in the data. As Harman’s one-factor test and the CFA both showed, the
variables were distinct; thus, common method bias may not be a serious issue in this study.
4.3 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis
Table 1 lists the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations of the variables. As expected, authentic
leadership was positively correlated with employee voice (r = .36, p < .01), authentic leadership was positively
correlated with felt obligation for change (r = .35, p < .01), and felt obligation for change was positively correlated
with employee voice (r = .66, p < .01). In addition, employee power distance orientation was negatively correlated
with felt obligation for change (r = －.17, p < .05).
Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations
Variable

M

SD

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

1. Gender

1.54

0.50

－

2. Age

2.48

0.91

.01

－

3. Tenure

2.25

1.47

-.03

.74**

－

4. AL

3.47

0.67

.15*

.09

.03

－

5. FC

3.94

0.62

.03

.21**

.23**

.35**

－

6. PD

2.79

0.75

-.04

.00

-.01

.10

-.17*

－

7. EV

3.64

0.60

.04

.22**

.24**

.36**

.66**

.05

7.

－

Note. N = 183. AL = authentic leadership; FC = felt obligation for change; PD = power distance orientation; EV =
employee voice. *p < .05; **p < .01.
4.4 Tests of Mediating Effect
As shown in Table 2, after controlling for the effects of demographic variables, authentic leadership had a positive
influence on employee voice (β = .35, p < .001) (Model 6); therefore, H1 was supported. Moreover, we can further see
in Model 2 that authentic leadership had a positive influence on followers felt obligation for change (β = .34, p < .001);
therefore, H2 was supported. Finally, from Model 7, we can see that after felt obligation for change was added, the
influence coefficients of authentic leadership on employee voice decreased (β = .15, p < .05), while felt obligation for
change still had a positive influence on employee voice (β = 0.58, p < .01). Thus, the indirect effects were significant;
we concluded that felt obligation for change was a mediator between authentic leadership and employee voice.
Therefore, H3 was supported.
4.5 Tests of the Moderating Effect
As shown in Table 2, after controlling for the effects of demographic variables, the regression coefficients of the
interaction terms in Model 4 (β = .14, p < .05) were signiﬁcant. A simple slope test of the moderating effect showed
that authentic leadership was positively related to felt obligation for change when power distance orientation was high
(β = .45, p < .01). When power distance orientation was low, the association between authentic leadership and felt
obligation for change decreased significantly (β = .22, p < .05). Although the simple slope test under both conditions is
significant, but the difference test for the β coefficient is significant (Δβ = .23, p < .05), showing that under the two
power distance orientation of high and low, the slope of the two lines does differ significantly. These results indicate
that the higher the power distance orientation of followers, the higher the possibility of increased felt obligation for
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change caused by authentic leadership. Power distance orientation can effectively enhance a number of positive
consequences attributed to authentic leadership. Thus, H4 was supported.
Table 2. Results of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis
Variable

FC

EV

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

Model 7

Gender

.04

-.02

-.03

-.03

.05

-.01

.00

Age

.07

.02

.03

.02

.08

.03

.02

Tenure

.18

.20*

.19*

.20*

.18

.21*

.09

.34***

.36***

.36***

.35***

.15*

Controls

Predictors
AL
FC

.58***

PD

-.20**

-.25**

Interaction
AL × PD
2

R

2

Adj. R
2

△R
F

.14*
.06

.17

.21

.23

.06

.18

.46

.04

.15

.19

.20

.05

.16

.44

.06*

.11***

.04**

.02

.06**

.12***

.28***

3.58*

9.07***

9.41***

8.61***

4.07**

9.89***

30.12***

Note. N = 183. AL = authentic leadership; FC = felt obligation for change; PD = power distance orientation; EV =
employee voice. *p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001.
To further explore whether the interaction terms are in the hypothesized direction, we plotted the interaction effect in
Figure 2.

Figure 2. Interaction between authentic leadership and power distance orientation on felt obligation for change.
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5. Discussion
The primary goal of our study was to investigate how, why, and under what conditions authentic leadership might
influence an employee’s voice. In particular, we proposed and tested the mediating role of obligation perception and
the moderating role of power distance. Our findings were as follows. First, our result is consistent with a previous study
(Hsiung, 2012) that confirmed that authentic leadership influences employees’ voices. Employee voice not only relies
on cognitive style and personality but is also effectively stimulated by the context, especially direct leadership.
Authentic leadership encourages employees to express their own ideas and accept their doubts, thereby promoting their
voice. Our research verified the relationship between authentic leadership and employee voice and deepens the
theoretical implication of authentic leadership.
Second, felt obligation for change mediated the relationship between authentic leadership and employee voice. We
examined the mechanism of authentic leadership’s influence on employee voice from the perspective of social learning
theory. A proactive personal image of authentic leadership promotes employee learning and imitation and allows
employees to take more responsibility for their work results and organizational development to enhance their felt
obligation for change. This study enriches the research literature on social learning theory and provides a theoretical
framework for the in-depth understanding of the mechanism of authentic leadership in employee voice.
Third, power distance moderated the relationship between authentic leadership and employees’ felt obligation for
change. This study explored the boundary condition of power distance in leadership effectiveness and showed that
power distance affects the interaction between employee and leader in the process of employee voice. The results of
this study show that under the situation of high power distance, employees are more likely to feel authentic leadership,
that further enhances employees’ sense of responsibility for their work and strengthens their felt obligation for change.
Additionally, the context of high power distance also provides a catalyst for employees’ responsibility and strengthens
the positive influence of leadership on employees’ felt obligation for change. We explained the specific organizational
context to explore the moderating role of power distance between authentic leadership and felt obligation for change
and this has a certain theoretical contribution to the leadership effectiveness of authentic leadership in the Chinese
context.
6. Managerial Implications
Based on research results, the following suggestions are proposed for managers of organizations. First, strengthen
cultivation of the manager’s authentic leadership style. Managers should show an authentic leadership style as much as
possible, express their interpersonal emotion, and encourage employees to speak up because they can pay attention to
the feedback of subordinates and help employees to develop a positive working attitude. Therefore, we suggest that
when recruiting managers, organizations can give priority to candidates with authentic leadership characteristics.
Additionally, existing managers can also be trained and developed to strengthen the cultivation of their authentic
leadership style in organizations. Second, improve employees’ felt obligation for change. Employees with a felt
obligation for change tend to show more constructive behaviors, including voice, which can contribute to the
development and progress of the organization. Consequently, we suggest that managers in organizations should
establish clear job responsibilities and assessment systems for employees. Furthermore, strengthen employees’ job
training to make them realize the importance of their work to the organization.
7. Limitations and Future Directions
There are some limitations to this study. First, this is a cross-sectional study; that is, the data collection of all variables
was completed at the same time point, which does not allow causality to be inferred. Thus, it is suggested that future
research can adopt a longitudinal study involving multiple time periods to enable causal relationships between
variables to be inferred. Second, our study did not subdivide the sub-dimensions of authentic leadership and employee
voice. Future research can analyze more clearly and deeply the impact of different dimensions of authentic leadership
on different types of voice. Finally, in this research, we discussed the impact of the learning mechanism of authentic
leadership on employee voice; subsequent research might examine the specific underlying psychological mechanisms
(e.g., leader trust and psychological safety) and other boundary conditions (e.g., leader-member exchange).
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