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Abstract
Drawing on the proactive motivation model, this study aims to investigate how 
entrepreneurial leadership at the organizational level influences employees’ taking 
charge at the individual level, as mediated by thriving at work and moderated by 
employees’ autonomy orientation. Through a two-wave questionnaire survey of 356 
employees from high-tech enterprises in China, this study uses multilevel structural 
equation modeling to test the proposed hypotheses. The results show that organi-
zational entrepreneurial leadership has a positive impact on individual employee 
taking charge and thriving at work partially mediates this relationship across lev-
els. Additionally, employees’ autonomy orientation positively moderates not only 
the effect of thriving at work on employees’ taking charge but also the mediation 
of thriving at work in the aforementioned relationship. This study advances knowl-
edge about entrepreneurial leadership stimulating employees’ intrinsic motivation 
to drive their taking charge. The psychological perspective and cross-level process 
deepen the research on entrepreneurial leadership effectiveness and employees’ pro-
active behavior, and further provide empirical evidence for executives to prompt 
employees to take charge.

Keywords  Entrepreneurial leadership · Taking charge · Thriving at work · 
Autonomy orientation · Cross-level

Confronted with the accelerated progression of advanced technology and the high 
uncertainty in the business environment, enterprises have to explore and seize mar-
ket opportunities in response to environmental dynamics (Duarte Alonso et  al., 
2023). This imperative has prompted enterprises to focus more on the subjective 
initiative and change ability of their workforce, so they require employees to observe 
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opportunities and challenges at work and proactively transform work patterns to 
enhance organizational adaptability and creativity (Albrecht et al., 2020). Employ-
ees’ taking charge refers to their change-oriented, spontaneous and constructive 
efforts to improve the way individuals, teams or organizations work and optimize 
organizational functions (Morrison & Phelps, 1999). Such behavior goes beyond 
employees’ own work with self-initiative, which contributes to organizational com-
petitiveness and high-quality development in the uncertain environment (Ren et al., 
2023). To this end, it has become the focus of managers to make employees will-
ing to take charge so that the management mode alters from supervised command 
by leaders to autonomous change by employees. As a typically proactive extra-role 
behavior, however, taking charge is challenging and risky. Especially considering 
interrelationships and avoiding conflicts, employees may prefer in-role tasks to 
maintain the status quo rather than taking charge (Zhang et al., 2021). Therefore, in 
the current uncertain context of entrepreneurship and innovation, it is particularly 
important to explore a leadership style that can support employees’ adventure and 
change to enable them to take charge.

Research has recognized the significance of organizational leadership as the 
driver to motivate employees’ taking charge, since scholarship identified the influ-
ence of various leadership styles on this behavior such as transformational leader-
ship, empowering leadership, inclusive leadership, authentic leadership and benevo-
lent leadership (Du & Yan, 2022; Kim et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2020; Wen et al., 
2021; Xu et al., 2018). Entrepreneurial leadership, as an emerging leadership under 
the background of entrepreneurship and innovation, is characterized by adventure 
and reform, where the leader guides followers to develop entrepreneurial opportuni-
ties, take innovative actions and create business value to adapt to the dynamic envi-
ronment (Lingo, 2020; Renko et al., 2015). While employees’ taking charge involves 
changing work procedures or business patterns and challenging the status quo with 
certain risk, which depends largely on the support from organizational leadership 
(Burnett et  al., 2015; Kumar et  al., 2022). In this vein, entrepreneurial leadership 
helps to trigger employees’ taking charge because such leadership can lead organiza-
tional members to explore potential opportunities, optimize organizational processes 
and transform business models to cope with environmental uncertainty and achieve 
enterprise growth (Koryak et  al., 2015; Simba & Thai, 2019). In other words, 
entrepreneurial leadership is likely to be particularly effective for employees’ tak-
ing charge in the current context. Nevertheless, little research pays attention to the 
relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ taking charge and 
investigates its underlying mechanisms. To address these gaps, this study attempts 
to discuss why and how organizational entrepreneurial leadership affects individual 
employee taking charge.

The proactive motivation model can be used to elucidate the mechanisms where 
entrepreneurial leadership influences employees’ taking charge. As previously men-
tioned, employees’ taking charge is a proactive behavior driven by intrinsic motiva-
tion, which is mainly impacted by organizational leadership and individual internal 
elements. According to the proactive motivation model, leadership is a major stim-
ulus of employees’ proactive behavior and individuals need to have strong intrin-
sic motivation to take charge beyond their own work (Parker et  al., 2010). While 
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good mental state of employees can positively predict individual work behavior 
(Luthans et  al., 2016). Thriving at work reflects employees’ mental state of great 
vitality and active learning at work, which enables them to experience continuous 
progress and self-realization so that they have strong internal incentives to sponta-
neously and actively engage in reform activities (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Under the 
guidance of entrepreneurial leadership, employees are sensitive to the leader’s per-
formance expectations and risk-taking and innovative spirit, thereby arousing their 
work vitality and learning enthusiasm. Thriving at work stimulates employees to 
take charge, where they embrace challenges or uncertainties, create novel solutions 
and enact change. Thus, this study takes thriving at work as a mediator to discuss 
the psychological mechanism of entrepreneurial leadership affecting employees’ 
taking charge. Besides, the proactive motivation model points out that individual 
trait differences would strengthen or weaken the impact of leadership on employees’ 
proactive behavior (Parker et al., 2010; Wu et al., 2018). As an important personality 
trait, employees’ autonomy orientation can explain the differences of individual pro-
active behavior to some extent. Highly autonomy-oriented employees are inclined 
to challenges, innovation and proactive work driven by intrinsic motivation (Liu & 
Fu, 2011). Accordingly, employees with different degrees of autonomy orientation 
may differ apparently in their responses to entrepreneurial leadership, feelings of 
thriving at work and actions of taking charge. Hence, this study takes employees’ 
autonomy orientation as a moderator to examine the boundary condition of entrepre-
neurial leadership affecting employees’ taking charge. Taken together, based on the 
proactive motivation model, this study explores how entrepreneurial leadership at 
the organizational level mobilizes thriving at work of individual employees to boost 
their taking charge, as well as the role of employees’ autonomy orientation in this 
process (see Fig. 1), in order to reveal the cross-level impact of entrepreneurial lead-
ership on employees’ taking charge from the psychological perspective.

This study makes several contributions. First, it broadens the research on entre-
preneurial leadership and taking charge by theorizing and demonstrating the rela-
tionship between the two. Despite the literature linking certain types of leadership 
to employees’ taking charge (e.g. Du & Yan, 2022; Wang et al., 2020; Wen et al., 
2021), research has yet to investigate the effect of entrepreneurial leadership on 
employees’ taking charge. This study examines the role of entrepreneurial leader-
ship in driving employees to take charge, so it can contribute to the research area 

Fig. 1   Research model



	 Q. Lin, L. Yi 

1 3

of entrepreneurial leadership effectiveness and employees’ proactive behavior. Sec-
ond, it provides valuable insights into the black box of how entrepreneurial leader-
ship impacts employees’ taking charge by focusing on individual intrinsic motiva-
tion. This study utilizes the proactive motivation model to illuminate the mediation 
of thriving at work in such linkage, which advances the understanding about how 
to transfer the influence of entrepreneurial leadership on employees’ taking charge. 
Third, it reveals the contingency factor that causes the differentiated strength of the 
above relationship in terms of individual personality traits. This study looks into 
the moderating effect of employees’ autonomy orientation as an important bound-
ary condition that can exacerbate or mitigate the role of entrepreneurial leadership 
in employees’ taking charge. In doing so, it interprets that entrepreneurial leader-
ship effectiveness toward employees’ taking charge is contingent upon the degree of 
employees’ autonomy orientation within their work. Fourth, it increases the robust-
ness of the linkage between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ taking charge 
via the analytical method. Given that extant empirical studies on entrepreneurial 
leadership and taking charge primarily rely on single-level analysis (e.g. Kim et al., 
2023; Li et al., 2020; Pu et al., 2022), this study collects multilevel data and adopts 
cross-level analysis for nuanced findings about the association of entrepreneurial 
leadership at the organizational level with employees’ taking charge at the individual 
level. Also, this study offers some enlightenment for executives to play entrepre-
neurial leadership effectiveness and lead staff to achieve organizational change and 
innovation.

Theory and hypotheses

Entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ taking charge

Entrepreneurial leadership is defined as leadership that creates organizational 
vision to gain recognition and support from subordinates and then encourages 
them to explore strategic value creation (Gupta et  al., 2004). Through identifying 
and exploiting opportunities, this leadership helps organizations respond to the 
dynamic and competitive business environment (Hussain & Li, 2022). Employees’ 
taking charge is a proactive behavior voluntarily taken by employees to optimize 
organizational functions and processes beyond their general roles, which is forward-
looking, challenging and change-oriented (Kumar et al., 2022). The proactive moti-
vation model holds that leadership would influence an individual’s proactive motiva-
tion and behavior (Parker et al., 2010). Entrepreneurial leadership outlines a bright 
development prospect to inspire organizational recognition for entrepreneurial goals. 
To seize entrepreneurial opportunities, it timely observes environmental dynam-
ics and fully integrates resources to lead followers’ constant reform and innovation 
(Bagheri, 2017; Iqbal et al., 2022). As such, entrepreneurial leadership can mobilize 
employees’ initiative to take charge so that they pursue improvement, transformation 
and creative solutions at work (Du & Yan, 2022).

According to the proactive motivation model, individuals perform proac-
tive behavior driven by three motivations of capability, reason and energy. These 
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motivations are derived from individual self-efficacy, internal causes and positive 
emotions, respectively, which prompt individuals to take charge (Parker et al., 2010). 
Burnett et al. (2015) pointed out that whether employees take charge mainly relies 
on organizational support. Entrepreneurial leadership at the organizational level 
entails five core competencies: framing challenges, absorbing uncertainty, clearing 
paths, building commitment and specifying limits (Gupta et al., 2004), which serve 
as the incentive and catalyst of employees’ intrinsic motivation and then have a ben-
eficial impact on their taking charge.

Specifically, entrepreneurial leadership inspires employees’ entrepreneurial pas-
sion and innovative enthusiasm by establishing attractive organizational vision and 
commitment (Mehmood et  al., 2020). Such positive emotions make individuals 
have a strong energy motivation to actively work for self-realization, thus triggering 
employees’ taking charge. Meanwhile, due to pursuing challenges and advocating 
innovation, entrepreneurial leadership creates a work environment that encourages 
reform, shares knowledge and tolerates failure via reasonable empowerment and risk 
taking, which elevates employees’ self-efficacy of innovation and entrepreneurship 
(Cai et al., 2019a, b; Wu et al., 2021). With the stimulation of capability motivation, 
employees are willing to identify and develop opportunities to create value for the 
organization. When personalized needs and creative attempts are supported by the 
organization, employees reduce their risk perception and negative expectations of 
behavioral consequences (Hirak et  al., 2012), so that they have a powerful reason 
motivation to challenge the status quo and take the initiative to change. Moreover, 
entrepreneurial leadership clears effective paths of entrepreneurship and innovation 
and clarifies specific constraints of the organization, which can guide employees 
to organically integrate, reorganize and utilize various resources following organi-
zational strategic development direction (Haim Faridian, 2023; Mehmood et  al., 
2019). The resulting capability motivation pushes employees to actively optimize 
workflows and ameliorate techniques to favor organizational strategic resource man-
agement. To sum up, entrepreneurial leadership can trigger the energy, capability 
and reason motivations of employees to take charge. Therefore, we predict the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

H1  Entrepreneurial leadership has a positive effect on employees’ taking charge.

The mediating role of thriving at work

Thriving at work is a psychological state where employees are energetic and 
actively learning at work. Vitality and learning are its two core elements, reflect-
ing the emotional and cognitive aspects of employee growth. Vitality refers to 
individual enthusiasm, energy and ambition toward work, while learning refers 
to the acquisition of knowledge and skills at work to establish confidence and 
reinforce ability (Porath et  al., 2012; Spreitzer et  al., 2005). It can be seen that 
the two major elements of thriving at work are closely related to the energy and 
capability motivations involved in the proactive motivation model. Strong thriv-
ing at work may better activate employees’ initiative and boost their proactive 
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behavior such as taking charge to get a higher sense of achievement (Alikaj et al., 
2020). Paterson et al. (2014) argued that leadership support plays a crucial role in 
employees’ thriving at work.

The core competency manifestations of entrepreneurial leadership make 
employees perceive organizational encouragement and support for opportunity 
exploration and value creation (Supartha & Saraswaty, 2019), which motivates 
employees’ change vitality and learning intention and then augments their thriv-
ing at work. Specifically, the capabilities of framing challenges and building com-
mitment enable staff to deeply understand organizational vision and performance 
expectations for entrepreneurship and innovation (Gupta et al., 2004). The abil-
ity to absorb uncertainty makes employees aware of organizational risk taking, 
which relieves their concerns about reform and prompts them to reshape work 
and implement novel ideas (Akbari et  al., 2021). The competencies of clearing 
paths and specifying limits help subordinates clarify approaches and constraints 
of organizational transformation and then efficiently carry out corresponding 
activities (Huang et  al., 2014). Hence, the positive and supportive atmosphere 
created by entrepreneurial leadership can arouse employees’ work passion, meet 
their independent needs and increase individual self-efficacy, which strengthens 
employees’ work vitality and learning orientation so that they experience thriving 
at work.

Thriving at work pushes employees to improve their work for personal growth 
(Spreitzer et  al., 2005), which is likely to trigger their taking charge. This is 
because work vitality and learning orientation provide an endogenous driver for 
individual creative behavior (Paterson et al., 2014), employees would proactively 
discover problems, identify opportunities and challenge the status quo. Moreo-
ver, work vitality is conducive to individual positive emotions, while learning is 
useful to reduce work uncertainty (Wang et al., 2022). Consequently, thriving at 
work actives employees’ energy and capability motivations, makes them confident 
and brave to encounter challenges at work and then leads to their taking charge. 
As mentioned above, entrepreneurial leadership can create flexible and autono-
mous work circumstances where employees are self-determined, self-inspired and 
self-adjusted to keep their high work enthusiasm and learning desire (Sawaean 
& Ali, 2020), so it results in strong thriving at work of employees. Learning is a 
major way for individuals to facilitate self-efficacy (Bandura, 2012), which helps 
to stimulate the capability motivation of their proactive behavior. Through learn-
ing, employees continuously acquire knowledge required for reform and deepen 
their cognition of work significance and self-worth, thereby enhancing individual 
reason motivation to take the initiative to change (Parker et al., 2010; Yan et al., 
2021). Therefore, according to the proactive motivation model, entrepreneurial 
leadership reinforces employees’ thriving at work to inspire their energy, capa-
bility and reason motivations of proactive behavior, further driving them to take 
charge. Taken together, we formulate this hypothesis:

H2  Thriving at work mediates the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership 
and employees’ taking charge.
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The moderating role of employees’ autonomy orientation

Autonomy orientation is a type of causality orientation based on the differences 
in individual motivation orientation and autonomous support preference. Causal-
ity orientation emphasizes that the essential cause of individual behavior is a sta-
ble motivation orientation. On this basis, autonomy orientation refers to the ten-
dency of individuals to adopt selective behavior because of their self-perception 
and value cognition, who with this salient trait have great self-determination and 
initiative consciousness (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Employees’ autonomy orientation 
is a persistent personality trait of employees, they are self-determined and driven 
by intrinsic motivation to choose highly autonomous work and seek opportunities 
for self-realization (Liu & Fu, 2011; Olesen et al., 2010).

According to the proactive motivation model, personality traits would affect 
individuals’ proactive motivation and behavior (Parker et  al., 2010). As stated 
above, thriving at work can arouse employees’ proactive motivation and then 
boost their taking charge. Thereby, the differences of employees’ autonomy ori-
entation may impact the effect of thriving at work on employees’ taking charge. 
Employees with high autonomy orientation have strong intrinsic motivation, inde-
pendent awareness and innovative spirit, pay attention to ability improvement and 
engage in challenging or interesting activities (Gagne & Deci, 2005; Liu et  al., 
2011). When thriving at work, highly autonomy-oriented employees possess 
strong capability, energy and reason motivations to take charge. These employees 
actively perform and learn at work with a high level of autonomy orientation, so 
they have powerful self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation. In this case, employ-
ees are confident of reform to change the status quo and realize personal value, 
thus inspiring them to take charge. In contrast, employees with low autonomy 
orientation tend to be conservative and maintain the status quo at work. Even if 
such employees encounter thriving at work, they are less likely to efficiently turn 
their work vitality and learning tendency into taking charge. Overall, high auton-
omy orientation of employees helps to strengthen the positive effect of thriving at 
work on employees’ taking charge. Hence, we expect the following hypothesis:

H3  Employees’ autonomy orientation moderates the relationship between thriving 
at work and employees’ taking charge, such that this positive relationship is stronger 
when employees’ autonomy orientation is high.

In addition, the proactive motivation model suggests that leadership as a vital 
organizational factor can activate employees’ intrinsic motivation to conduct 
proactive extra-role behavior and individual personality traits impact the role of 
leadership in such behavior (Parker et  al., 2010). Accordingly, it can be argued 
that employees’ autonomy orientation may influence the process of entrepreneur-
ial leadership affecting their taking charge via thriving at work. That is, the medi-
ating effect of thriving at work in this process is moderated by employees’ auton-
omy orientation. Entrepreneurial leadership enables to set challenges, absorb 
uncertainty and exploit opportunities (Gupta et  al., 2004; Renko et  al., 2015). 
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Influenced by these leadership demonstrations, organizational members are full 
of thriving at work and then proactively take change actions to break rigidity, 
optimize processes and improve organizational functions beyond their general 
roles (Yan et al., 2021). In this situation, employees with high autonomy orienta-
tion are more likely to arouse their proactive motivation to take charge. There-
fore, we further propose a hypothesis:

H4  Employees’ autonomy orientation moderates the mediating effect of thriving at 
work on the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ taking 
charge, such that this mediating effect is stronger when employees’ autonomy orien-
tation is high.

Method

Sample and procedure

Data was collected from high-tech enterprises located in Shanghai, Zhejiang and 
Jiangsu in the Yangtze River Delta of China. We chose this sample because of 
the vitality of entrepreneurship and innovation in the Yangtze River Delta and the 
strength of high-tech enterprises in technological innovation. Specifically, entrepre-
neurship and innovation in the Yangtze River Delta are the leading one in China 
with the support of national strategies and local policies, whereas high-tech enter-
prises become crucial entrepreneurial and innovative subjects under the country’s 
strong promotion of technological innovation (Dai et al., 2023; Wan et al., 2022). In 
the Yangtze River Delta, various measures have been implemented to favor entre-
preneurship and innovation for the construction of a global science and technology 
innovation center, primarily prompting the technological innovation of high-tech 
enterprises so that this region has gradually established technology innovation parks 
and many high-tech ventures have emerged (Ye et al., 2023). These enterprises in 
the region are thus extremely representative for studying entrepreneurial leadership 
and employee change behavior that we investigated. We asked executives for per-
mission to conduct this questionnaire survey within their enterprises, and then con-
tacted human resources managers to obtain work group information to find appro-
priate and voluntary participants. With the help of human resources departments, 
we randomly selected employees from different functional work groups in each tar-
geted enterprise to distribute questionnaires online and on site. Before filling in the 
questionnaire, we concretely explained this survey purpose to the participants and 
carefully answered their questions to ensure their understanding of the questionnaire 
content. At the same time, we guaranteed the anonymity and confidentiality of this 
survey to relieve the concerns of these respondents, and concealed variable names in 
the questionnaire to avoid psychological hints to them.

To reduce common method variance and strengthen causal inference, we gath-
ered data from different time periods via nested questionnaires. In the first phase, 
participants reported demographic information and assessed entrepreneurial lead-
ership of executives. Two months later, in the second phase, respondents who had 
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completed the first survey rated their own thriving at work, autonomy orientation 
and taking charge. Notably, given that employees’ taking charge reflects individual 
inherent initiative, we applied employee self-evaluation to accurately measure this 
construct. Through the above two stages, questionnaires were distributed, recovered 
and matched. A total of 412 nested questionnaires were delivered to 85 work groups, 
and sample data was strictly screened to eliminate invalid questionnaires. Finally, 
356 valid nested questionnaires were received, with a response rate of 86.41%. 
Among the 356 employees, 55.10% were male and 44.90% were female, 96.07% got 
a bachelor’s degree or above, and their average age and work tenure were 26.77 and 
2.63 years, respectively.

Measures

All mature measures were taken from prior studies with a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). These measures were con-
verted from original English into Chinese version using the translation and back-
translation procedure (Brislin, 1980).

Entrepreneurial leadership   This was measured by Huang et al. (2014) derived from 
Gupta et al. (2004), with 5 dimensions and 26 items. Sample items are “Executives 
undertake business risk to reduce the uncertainty in employees’ work” and “Execu-
tives encourages followers to think and use their minds, and challenge stereotypes”. 
The Cronbach’s α of this scale is .92.

Thriving at work  It was measured by Porath et al. (2012), with 2 dimensions and 10 
items. Sample items are “I find myself learning often at work” and “I feel alive and 
vital at work”. Each dimension contains a reverse scoring item, namely “I am not 
learning at work” and “I do not feel very energetic at work”. The Cronbach’s α of 
this scale is .86.

Employees’ taking charge  This was measured by a 10-item scale from Morrison and 
Phelps (1999). Sample items are “I often try to adopt improved procedures for doing 
my work” and “I often make constructive suggestions for improving how things 
operate within the organization”. The Cronbach’s α of this scale is .92.

Employees’ autonomy orientation  It was measured by the causality orientation 
scale from Deci and Ryan (1985). The scale covers twelve hypothetical situations 
and three different types of causality orientation including autonomy orientation. 
For the purpose of this study, only five hypothetical situations related to employees’ 
work and corresponding items of autonomy orientation were selected. The Cron-
bach’s α of this scale is .79.

Control variables  Following previous research (Burnett et al., 2015; Li et al., 2019; 
Morrison & Phelps, 1999), due to the potential impact of demographic character-
istics on employees’ taking charge, we controlled for employees’ gender (1 = male, 
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2 = female), age (in years), education (1 = college or below, 2 = bachelor, 3 = master, 
4 = doctor) and work tenure (in years).

Results

Data aggregation

The research model in this study contains variables at the organizational and indi-
vidual levels. As an organizational variable, entrepreneurial leadership was evalu-
ated by individual employees, so it is necessary to examine the intra-group homo-
geneity and intergroup differences of the variable data to judge whether data from 
the individual level can be aggregated to the organizational level. Intergroup cor-
relation coefficients ICC(1), ICC(2) and intra-group consistency coefficient Rwg are 
indicators to measure the feasibility of data aggregation. In general, Rwg should be 
greater than .70, and ICC(1), ICC(2) should be greater than .05 and .50, respec-
tively. Among the data aggregation indicators of entrepreneurial leadership, ICC(1) 
is .15, ICC(2) is .54, and the mean of Rwg is .93. Therefore, the variable data reaches 
the aggregation requirements, that is, the data of entrepreneurial leadership meas-
ured at the individual level can be aggregated to the organizational level for cross-
level analysis.

Confirmatory factor analysis

This study employed Harman’s single factor test and confirmatory factor analy-
sis to assess the common method variance and discriminant validity. Involving 
all items together for principal component analysis without rotation, the results 
reveal that total variance explained by the first unrotated factor is 24.05%, which 
does not account for half of the total variance (Podsakoff et  al., 2003). Moreo-
ver, as shown in Table  1, the results reflect that the one-factor model combining 
the four variables yields a poor fit (χ2/df = 9.296, RMSEA = .171, SRMR = .141, 
CFI = .586, TLI = .527). Hence, there is no serious common method variance in this 
study. Besides, the hypothesized four-factor model fits the data well (χ2/df = 1.773, 
RMSEA = .052, SRMR = .040, CFI = .963, TLI = .956) and is superior to other 

Table 1   Results of confirmatory factor analysis

N = 356; EL entrepreneurial leadership, TW thriving at work, TC employees’ taking charge, AO employ-
ees’ autonomy orientation

Model χ2/df RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Four-factor model: EL, TW, TC, AO 1.773 .052 .040 .963 .956
Three-factor model: EL, TW + TC, AO 6.435 .139 .099 .735 .690
Two-factor model: EL + TW + TC, AO 8.803 .165 .138 .617 .558
One-factor model: EL + TW + TC + AO 9.296 .171 .141 .586 .527
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alternative models, indicating that four focal variables in the research model have 
adequate discriminant validity.

Descriptive statistics

Table 2 reports the means, standard deviations and correlations for all variables in 
this study. As expected, entrepreneurial leadership is positively related to thriving 
at work (r = .478, p < .01) and employees’ taking charge (r = .306, p < .01). Thriv-
ing at work is positively correlated with employees’ taking charge (r = .582, p < .01). 
Additionally, employees’ autonomy orientation has significantly positive associa-
tions with thriving at work (r = .431, p < .01) and employees’ taking charge (r = .548, 
p < .01).

Hypothesis testing

 This study applied multilevel structural equation modeling with path analysis and 
Monte Carlo simulation procedures to test the proposed hypotheses using Mplus 
software (Preacher et al., 2010). As presented in Fig. 2 regarding path coefficients 
and their significance of the research model, entrepreneurial leadership is a positive 
predictor of thriving at work (β = .416, p < .01), and both entrepreneurial leadership 
(β = .274, p < .01) and thriving at work (β = .391, p < .01) have a positive impact on 
employees’ taking charge. On this basis, Monte Carlo simulation results show that 
the mediating effect of thriving at work is significant (indirect effect = .225, 95% 
CI = [.046, .293]). This demonstrates that entrepreneurial leadership can not only 
directly influence employees’ taking charge but also indirectly affect such behavior 
through thriving at work. In other words, thriving at work plays a partial mediating 
role in the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ taking 
charge. Thus, H1 and H2 are supported.

From the results of path analysis, employees’ autonomy orientation is found to 
positively moderate the relationship between thriving at work and employees’ taking 
charge (β = .298, p < .05). Simple slopes were plotted with the moderator mean above 
and below one standard deviation to further qualify the moderating effect (Aiken 
& West, 1991). As illustrated in Fig. 3, the simple slope relating thriving at work 
to employees’ taking charge at employees’ high autonomy orientation (β = .658) is 
much greater than that at employees’ low autonomy orientation (β = .195). It can 
be seen that the positive impact of thriving at work on taking charge of employees 
with high autonomy orientation is stronger compared with low autonomy orienta-
tion. Therefore, H3 is supported.

In addition, Monte Carlo simulation (repeated for 5000 times) was run to estimate 
the conditional indirect effects of entrepreneurial leadership on employees’ taking 
charge via thriving at work, in order to prove the moderating effect of employees’ 
autonomy orientation on the mediation of thriving at work. The results are displayed 
in Table 3. When employees’ autonomy orientation is high, entrepreneurial leader-
ship has a significant indirect effect on their taking charge (effect = .174, 95% CI = 
[.046, .295]), while this indirect effect is not significant when employees’ autonomy 
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orientation is low (effect = .043, 95% CI = [-.037, .122]). Meanwhile, the indirect 
effects of the two conditions are significantly different (difference = .131, 95% CI = 
[.052, .263]). This indicates that employees’ autonomy orientation positively mod-
erates the indirect relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ 
taking charge via thriving at work. Such relationship is stronger at employees’ high 
autonomy orientation than at low autonomy orientation, offering support for H4.

0.416
**

0.274
**

0.391
**

0.298
*

Fig. 2    Path analysis. Note: N  = 356; * p  < .05, ** p  < .01
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Fig. 3   The moderating effect of employees’ autonomy orientation on the relationship between thriving at 
work and employees’ taking charge

Table 3   The moderating effect of employees’ autonomy orientation on the mediation

N = 356; CI  confidence interval, LL  lower limit, UL  upper limit; high and low conditions refer to the 
moderator mean above and below one standard deviation

Condition Indirect effect 95% CI - LL 95% CI - UL

High autonomy orientation .174 .046 .295
Low autonomy orientation .043 -.037 .122
Difference between high and low .131 .052 .263
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Discussion

This study develops a cross-level moderated mediation model to explore how entre-
preneurial leadership at the organizational level influences employees’ taking charge 
at the individual level, taking the proactive motivation model as the theoretical 
basis to discuss the mediating role of thriving at work and the moderating effect of 
employees’ autonomy orientation in this process. Through empirical analysis, this 
study supports the research model and hypotheses, leading to several crucial find-
ings. Specifically, the direct effect results demonstrate that entrepreneurial leader-
ship can promote employees’ taking charge. Framing challenges, absorbing uncer-
tainty, clearing paths, building commitment and specifying limits, as five salient 
characteristics of entrepreneurial leadership (Gupta et  al., 2004), make employees 
perceive organizational entrepreneurial orientation, risk-taking spirit and reform 
preference and determine individual action directions (Haim Faridian, 2023; Lingo, 
2020), thereby impelling them to take charge. Furthermore, the mediation results 
show that entrepreneurial leadership inspires employees’ taking charge by strength-
ening their thriving at work. Entrepreneurial leadership can set challenging goals, 
construct entrepreneurial vision and encourage adventure and creation within the 
organization, this keeps employees energetic and actively learning for organizational 
change and innovation (Sawaean & Ali, 2020; Yan et al., 2021), which activates their 
strong thriving at work to take charge. Besides, according to the moderation results, 
employees’ autonomy orientation exacerbates the direct effect of thriving at work on 
employees’ taking charge as well as the indirect effect of entrepreneurial leadership 
on such behavior via thriving at work. For employees with high autonomy orien-
tation, thriving at work is more likely to stimulate their taking charge, and entre-
preneurial leadership plays a more prominent role in augmenting thriving at work 
of employees to take charge. This is because highly autonomy-oriented employees 
have great independent consciousness and intrinsic motivation and tend to engage in 
challenging or innovative work (Liu & Fu, 2011), which thus amplifies the positive 
influence of entrepreneurial leadership on thriving at work and subsequent taking 
charge of employees.

Theoretical implications

These findings yield important theoretical contributions. First, this study provides 
insights into the drivers of taking charge and the effectiveness of entrepreneurial 
leadership toward individual proactive behavior through revealing the underlying 
connection of entrepreneurial leadership with employees’ taking charge. On the one 
hand, scholars have identified the antecedents of taking charge from organizational 
leadership and individual internal factors (e.g. Cai et  al., 2019b; Liu et  al., 2022; 
Ren et al., 2023), especially studying various types of leadership (e.g. Du & Yan, 
2022; Wang et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2018), but neglecting entrepreneurial leadership 
that has great potential to cultivate employees’ taking charge. On the other hand, 
the existing research has confirmed the positive effect of entrepreneurial leadership 
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on employees’ innovation behavior, organizational commitment and job satisfaction 
(e.g. Iqbal et al., 2022; Pu et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2019), yet there is little discus-
sion on their taking charge. It is significant to investigate the linkage between entre-
preneurial leadership and employees’ taking charge, as this leadership particularly 
encompasses adventure and change characteristics that favor such proactive behav-
ior in the current uncertain environment of entrepreneurship and innovation. Hence, 
this study fills up the research gap by connecting the two constructs theoretically 
and empirically to establish the pivotal role of entrepreneurial leadership in facili-
tating employees’ taking charge. It adds to the stream of literature that looks at the 
driving forces of taking charge from the leadership perspective and the effectiveness 
of entrepreneurial leadership toward employee proactive behavior.

Second, this study sheds light on the influencing mechanism of entrepreneurial 
leadership toward employees’ taking charge with a psychological lens by adopting 
the proactive motivation model. Previous studies examined how entrepreneurial 
leadership prompts employees’ creative self-efficacy for their innovation behavior 
and creativity based on social cognitive theory (e.g. Akbari et al., 2021; Cai et al., 
2019a), or explained the mediating role of employees’ psychological safety in the 
association between entrepreneurial leadership and individual job performance (e.g. 
Miao et  al., 2019). In contrast, since taking charge is self-initiated and driven by 
intrinsic motivation, this study takes the proactive motivation model as the basic 
theory to develop a theoretical framework that combines entrepreneurial leadership, 
thriving at work and employees’ taking charge. It discusses how thriving at work 
among employees is inspired by entrepreneurial leadership and further translated 
into their taking charge. Underscoring the transmission role of thriving at work, this 
framework excavates the underlying psychological mechanism of entrepreneurial 
leadership fostering employees’ taking charge, which advances knowledge about 
how organizational leadership spreads its effect to the proactive behavior of indi-
vidual employees. Also, the proactive motivation model is extended because of its 
unique application in this research field.

Third, this study highlights the importance of individual differences in altering 
the impact of entrepreneurial leadership on employees’ proactive extra-role behavior 
through focusing on the contingency of personality traits. Findings about the mod-
erating effect of employees’ autonomy orientation demonstrate this boundary condi-
tion of the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ taking 
charge, and indicate that the magnitude of such connection depends on employees’ 
autonomy orientation. In other words, the impact of thriving at work on employees’ 
taking charge and the influence of entrepreneurial leadership on this behavior via 
thriving at work, vary with the degree of employees’ autonomy orientation. Highly 
autonomy-oriented employees are more likely to take charge in a state of thriving at 
work, whereas entrepreneurial leadership has a stronger effect on thriving at work 
and taking charge of such employees. Overall, the validation of the moderator in this 
study uncovers the potential benefit of employees’ autonomy orientation, responding 
to the demand for examining whether individual proactive personality affects entre-
preneurial leadership effectiveness (Miao et al., 2019).

Finally, this study expands the cross-level research on entrepreneurial leader-
ship and taking charge by expounding how entrepreneurial leadership permeates the 
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hierarchy throughout the organization to drive individual employees to take charge. 
Current studies on entrepreneurial leadership effectiveness pay little attention to 
its cross-level influence (e.g. Li et al., 2020; Sani et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2019). 
Although the widely recognized measure of entrepreneurial leadership is targeted 
at the organizational level (Gupta et al., 2004), a few cross-level studies only con-
centrate on team entrepreneurial leadership affecting individual outcomes (e.g. Cai 
et  al., 2019a; Miao et  al., 2019). Constructing a cross-level moderated mediation 
model, this study empirically analyzes the influence process of organizational entre-
preneurial leadership on individual employee taking charge, and confirms the cross-
level partial mediating role of thriving at work and the moderating effect of employ-
ees’ autonomy orientation as well as the cross-level moderated mediation in this 
process. These findings are consistent with the essence about multilevel influence 
of leadership (Yammarino & Dansereau, 2011). Moreover, the method of this study 
echoes the call for more leadership studies to be conducted in Asia (Lythreatis et al., 
2022), and also answers the call for longitudinal empirical research design regarding 
entrepreneurial leadership effectiveness by taking two time periods to define model 
causality (Yang et al., 2019).

Practical implications

This study is of great practical significance for executives to perform effective lead-
ership to activate employees’ proactive motivation to take charge. First, executives 
need to adopt the holistic approach of entrepreneurial leadership to exploit oppor-
tunities and implement change to maintain enterprise sustainable development. 
Entrepreneurial leadership is conducive to modern enterprises dealing with envi-
ronmental dynamics by developing entrepreneurial opportunities and carrying out 
innovative activities. The findings suggest that entrepreneurial leadership is useful in 
employees’ taking charge. Thus, executives should leverage the core competencies 
of entrepreneurial leadership including framing challenges, absorbing uncertainty, 
clearing paths, building commitment and specifying limits to spur employees to 
take charge. Specifically, executives can establish an inspiring organizational vision 
to gain the recognition and commitment from employees, signal that enterprises 
encourage reform and innovation and take the initiative to bear risk, determine busi-
ness scope and provide role clarity for employees, and create favorable work envi-
ronment to empower employees, which triggers their engagement in taking charge 
such as changing workflows, introducing new techniques and designing novel prod-
ucts or services.

Second, executives should take essential measures to augment employees’ thriv-
ing at work, stimulate their proactive motivation of reform or creation and then 
motivate them to take charge. This study verifies the mediating role of thriving at 
work in entrepreneurial leadership facilitating employees’ taking charge. Thriving 
at work is employees’ positive psychological state, where work vitality and learning 
tendency make employees raise their self-efficacy and creativity. Therefore, execu-
tives are supposed to manifest entrepreneurial leadership, take appropriate incentives 
and offer supportive conditions to reinforce employees’ thriving at work, in order to 
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mobilize their intrinsic motivation for proactive extra-role behavior. For example, 
executives can infect employees by conveying strong positive emotions, give staff 
courage, confidence or hope through communicating an attractive vision, setting 
challenging goals and clarifying specific directions, and acquire their approval for 
organizational change, which enhances employees’ work vitality and learning ten-
dency so that they spontaneously challenge stereotypes and initiate reform.

Third, executives should pay attention to the impact of employees’ autonomy 
orientation on enterprise activities. This study highlights the moderating role of 
employees’ autonomy orientation in the connection between entrepreneurial lead-
ership and employees’ taking charge. Autonomy orientation influences individual 
intrinsic motivation and proactive behavior. Highly autonomy-oriented employees 
have relatively complete modern personality, who possess a strong sense of self-
determination and self-realization. Thereby, executives need to advocate individual 
autonomy orientation, meet employees’ independent and personalized demand, and 
provide an autonomous work environment to display their strengths, so that they 
are driven by intrinsic incentives to take charge for self-worth pursuit and organi-
zational value creation. Moreover, since this personality trait of employees would 
affect entrepreneurial leadership effectiveness, human resources departments can 
conduct certain training programs to cultivate employees’ autonomy and initiative, 
and adopt some psychological tests to seek talents with proactive personality and 
autonomy orientation.

Limitations and future directions

Despite the theoretical and practical importance of this study, there are several lim-
itations to be addressed in the future. First, this study validates the partial medi-
ating role of thriving at work between entrepreneurial leadership and employees’ 
taking charge from the psychological perspective, which implies the existence of 
other mediators in this relationship. More studies should explore additional potential 
mediators from diverse perspectives and determine which one can better transmit 
the impact of entrepreneurial leadership. Second, this study examines the moderator 
linking thriving at work to employees’ taking charge, future research might consider 
other possible contingency factors that interact with entrepreneurial leadership to 
foster thriving at work and taking charge of employees. For instance, environmental 
dynamism and ambiguity may be important boundary conditions regarding entre-
preneurial leadership effectiveness. Third, this study only focuses on employees’ 
taking charge as the outcome variable concerning employees’ proactive behavior, 
more outcomes about such behavior are recommended to be covered. Fourth, this 
study sampled Chinese high-tech enterprises to verify the hypothesized research 
model. Given that different business domains and cultural contexts may affect entre-
preneurial leadership effectiveness as well as employees’ state, personality and pro-
active behavior, future research should involve cross-industry and cross-cultural 
samples to investigate whether this influence exists for broader applicability of the 
findings. Besides, although this study collected data in two waves to reduce common 
method bias and reflect model causality, the data was self-reported by employees, 
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and the mediation variable and dependent variable were measured at the same time 
point. In the future, research is supposed to employ a more rigorous longitudinal 
design with multiple time points and different sources to assess variables, which can 
replicate the research model to better remove common method bias and claim causal 
relationship.

Conclusion

This study examines how organizational entrepreneurial leadership affects individual 
employee taking charge and when this influence is more effective based on the pro-
active motivation model. It confirms that entrepreneurial leadership could promote 
employees’ taking charge by raising thriving at work and employees’ autonomy ori-
entation would amplify this effectiveness. These empirical findings reveal the psy-
chological mechanism and boundary condition of entrepreneurial leadership toward 
employees’ taking charge, extend the knowledge of entrepreneurial leadership effec-
tiveness and employee proactive behavior, and provide some valuable recommenda-
tions that executives can adopt to foster organizational change and innovation.
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