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Abstract The effect of authentic leadership and leader
competency on employee job performance has received
growing attention in the past decades; however, few studies
have simultaneously integrated these two leadership per-
spectives. We have thus developed a mediated moderation
model to test the interactive effect of authentic leadership
and competency on followers’ job performance through
work engagement. Based on a sample of 248 subordinate—
supervisor pairs, hierarchical regression analyses reveal
that (1) authentic leadership positively relates to followers’
task performance and organizational citizenship behavior
(OCB); (2) leader competency moderates the relationship
between authentic leadership and OCB; (3) and followers’
work engagement mediates the main effect of authentic
leadership and the interactive effect of authentic leadership
and competency on followers’ task performance and OCB.
All the three results are consistent with our hypotheses.
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Introduction

Economic, geo-political, and technological developments
over the past decade have required the leaders of organi-
zations to be transparent and aware of their values, and
guide their organizations from a moral/ethical perspective
(Clapp-Smith et al. 2009). Therefore, the past decade has
witnessed a dramatic increase in scholarly interest in the
topic of authentic leadership, which focuses on leaders
being guided by sound moral convictions and acting in
accordance with deeply held values (Avolio et al. 2009;
Gardner et al. 2011). There is growing evidence that
authentic leadership has a positive effect on new venture
performance (Hmieleski et al. 2012) and employees’ out-
comes, including followers’ job performance (Leroy et al.
2012; Wong and Cummings 2009), voice behavior (Hsiung
2012), job satisfaction and organizational commitment
(Giallonardo et al. 2010; Avolio et al. 2004; Jensen and
Luthans 2006; Peus et al. 2012), work engagement (Hassan
and Ahmed 2011; Hsieh and Wang 2015), turnover inten-
tion (Azanza et al. 2015), and trust in leadership (Clapp-
Smith et al. 2009; Wong and Cummings 2009; Wong et al.
2010).

However, few studies have considered the extent to
which contextual and individual difference variables
moderate authentic leader—follower relationships. Accord-
ing to George and Sims (2007), authentic leaders are
genuine people who are true to themselves and to what they
believe in. They do not try to coerce or even rationally
persuade associates, but rather the leader’s authentic val-
ues, beliefs, and behavior serve to model the development
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of associates (Luthans and Avolio 2003). Such a definition
implies that authentic leadership does not directly produce
high-level management capability; instead, the effective-
ness of authentic leaders relies on boundary conditions
such as leader competency. For example, researchers have
suggested that the effectiveness of supportive leader
behavior depends on the level of leader competence (House
and Baetz 1979; Podsakoff et al. 1983). Following this
research stream, our paper focuses on leaders’ competency,
which has been neglected in the existing literature on
authentic leadership, and examines whether supervisors’
competency enhances or attenuates the relationship
between authentic leadership and followers’ performance.

In addition, recent research has indicated that the effect
of authentic leadership on followers’ performance can be
transmitted by the leader’s behavioral integrity and pre-
dictability (Leroy et al. 2012; Peus et al. 2012), and fol-
lowers’ affect and trust in leadership (Clapp-Smith et al.
2009; Hassan and Ahmed 2011; Hmieleski et al. 2012;
Hsieh and Wang 2015; Leroy et al. 2012; Wong et al.
2010). Despite these encouraging findings, relatively little
attention has been devoted to followers’ work engagement.
Work engagement is a state of mind characterized by
vigorous attention and dedication to work and a high level
of enthusiasm while at work (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004),
which represents the simultaneous work-focused invest-
ment of cognitive, affective, and physical energies into job
performance (Kahn 1990; Rich et al. 2010). Based on self-
enhancement theory (Sedikides and Strube 1997), we
propose that work engagement can explain the effective-
ness of authentic leadership and the interactive effect of
authentic leadership and competency on followers’ job
performance.

We structure this paper as follows. First, from the self-
enhancement perspective, we clarify how authentic lead-
ership influences followers’ work engagement, which in
turn has a positive effect on job performance. We then
discuss why competent authentic leaders are perceived as
having a stronger influence on the relationship between
authentic leadership and job performance and suggest fol-
lowers’ work engagement as a potential mediator in this
interactive relationship. Finally, we present our methodol-
ogy and results, and discuss the theoretical and practical
implications and limitations.

Theory and Hypotheses

Authentic Leadership, Job Performance, and Self-
Enhancement Theory

Authentic leaders are “persons who have achieved high
levels of authenticity in that they know who they are, what
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they believe and value, and they act upon those values and
beliefs while transparently interacting with others” (Avolio
et al. 2004, p. 802). According to Ilies et al. (2005),
authentic leaders display four types of behavior: self-
awareness, balanced processing, internalized moral per-
spective, and relational transparency. Self-awareness refers
to understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses and the
multifaceted nature of the self. Balanced processing refers
to objectively analyzing all relevant information before
coming up with a ‘fair’ decision. Internalized moral per-
spective, or authentic behavior, refers to self-regulation
guided by internal moral standards and values, as opposed
to behavior based on external societal pressures. Relational
transparency refers to an active process of self-disclosure,
including showing one’s authentic self, true thoughts, and
feelings to followers and developing mutual intimacy and
trust. Authentic leadership can motivate followers to
engage in self-enhancement.

The self-enhancement motivation has been regarded as a
fundamental drive that influences individual cognition and
behavior across cultures (Jordan and Audia 2012;
Kruglanski 1980; Liu et al. 2013). The self-enhancement
theory assumes that “people are motivated by the desire to
elevate the positivity of their self-conceptions and to pro-
tect their self-concepts from negative information” (Sedi-
kides and Strube 1997, p. 212). Self-enhancement behavior
can occur either by devoting more time and effort to
enhance the positivity of one’s self-views, or by avoiding
threatening situations to reduce the negativity of one’s self-
views (Arkin 1981). Korman (2001) has suggested that
self-enhancement motivation is most likely to be elicited
by providing career development opportunities and
encouraging followers to attain their goals.

Given that authentic leaders foster the positive emo-
tional and cognitive development of their followers (Avo-
lio and Gardner 2005), employees’ self-worth perceptions
and self-esteem will be enhanced as they acquire a more
positive evaluation of self (Dutton et al. 1994). In addition,
perceptions of authentic leadership signal to followers that
they are special and worthy of employers’ special treatment
and trust, which promotes their positive sense of self; fol-
lowers then seek to maintain this positive self-image by
increased effort and goal-directed behavior (Chen et al.
2013). In contrast, employees’ self-enhancement motive is
accentuated by perceptions of threat to their self-view
(Baumeister et al. 1996; Gramzow 2011). Thus, when
leaders treat their followers unauthentically, self-enhancing
followers may retrospectively reduce the level of their
effort to align more closely with the existing interpersonal
relationship. Moreover, some empirical supports have
recently emerged (Clapp-Smith et al. 2009; Hmieleski et al.
2012; Leroy et al. 2012, 2015; Wong and Cummings
2009). For example, Clapp-Smith et al. (2009) report that
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authentic leadership is positively related to work perfor-
mance as measured by sales growth. Leroy et al.
(2012, 2015) find that authentic leadership is positively
related to followers’ affective organizational commitment
and work role performance. Wang et al. (2014) also find
that authentic leadership is positively related to followers’
task performance. Wong and Cummings (2009) suggest
that authentic leadership improves followers’ self-rated job
performance. Based on the arguments above, it can be
assumed that authentic leadership can positively influence
followers’ job performance. Furthermore, as Hsieh and
Wang (2015)’s cross-level study has shown, authentic
leadership is positively related to employee trust and work
engagement.

Authentic Leadership and Work Engagement

Work engagement is a positive, affective—motivational
state of fulfillment that is characterized by vigor, dedi-
cation, and absorption (Schaufeli et al. 2002). Vigor is
the willingness to persistently put effort into one’s work.
Dedication refers to a sense of significance, enthusiasm,
inspiration, pride, and challenge from work. Absorption
captures the characteristics of attention and complete
engagement in the work. Engaged individuals are gen-
erally described as being willing to invest their effort and
sense of self in their job (Kahn 1990; Salanova and
Schaufeli 2008).

Authentic leaders enhance followers’ work engagement
for the following reasons. First, given that autonomy and
opportunities for development have been considered fun-
damental for engagement (Markos and Sridevi 2010),
authentic leaders provide incentives that encourage fol-
lowers to invest themselves into their work. These incen-
tives may appear in the form of something they value, such
as stimulating positive personal growth or being given the
opportunity to become leaders (Luthans and Avolio 2003).
For example, in an interactive process, authentic leaders
emphasize norms of openness and honesty not only by
demonstrating such qualities themselves, but also by dis-
playing expectations that followers do the same (May et al.
2003). By leading from the front, openly discussing their
vulnerabilities and followers’ vulnerabilities, and con-
stantly emphasizing the growth of followers, authentic
leaders develop their followers (Avolio et al. 2004). Sim-
ilarly, Chen et al. (2013) suggest that workplace interac-
tions characterized by dignity and respect and supportive
communication promote a sense of engagement from
employees. As a result, followers are motivated by an
authentic leader to exhibit positive behavior, engagement,
and a willingness to reciprocate (e.g., Ilies et al. 2005;
Wang et al. 2014; Yukl 2002).

Second, authentic leaders may free followers from
unnecessary psychological concerns, protecting their self-
views from harm. Authentic leaders stress openness, hon-
esty, and respect by striving for these qualities in interac-
tions with their followers, and openly discussing their own
vulnerabilities and transparently sharing their perceptions
and feelings about their colleagues (Avolio et al. 2004;
Luthans and Avolio 2003; May et al. 2003). Because they
have the courage to show their humanness and express
their true emotions and limitations to followers, rather than
maintaining a “perfect leader” image, an authentic leader
can help followers build openness, free them from the
burden of concealing their own limitations, and engage
them in genuine self-expression (Owens and Hekman
2012; Yagil and Medler-Liraz 2014). Hence, mutual trust
and respect can be easily developed between authentic
leaders and their followers in transparent interaction.

Furthermore, Kahn (1990) argues that when individuals
experience psychological meaningfulness and safety in
specific situations, they are more engaged in their work.
Moreover, Robinson (2006) suggests that employee
engagement can be achieved through the creation of a
supportive organizational environment. Because authentic
leaders shape a climate of mutual trust and foster positive
expectations, self-image, and status among followers, such
followers will be more engaged in their work (Algera and
Lips-Wiersma 2012; Yagil and Medler-Liraz 2014).
Empirically, a positive relationship between authentic
leadership and work engagement has also been found in
previous research (e.g., Hassan and Ahmed 2011; Hsieh
and Wang 2015; Penger and Cerne 2014). Therefore,
authentic leadership is positively related to followers’” work
engagement.

Work Engagement and Job Performance

It is assumed that individuals who have invested their sense
of self in a role will enhance their sense of self through
improving their job performance (Chen et al. 2013; Ferris
et al. 2010). In this study, we suggest that engaged
employees might not only work harder to maintain high
levels of task performance, but also engage in organiza-
tional citizenship behavior.

Task performance is regarded as a reflection of an
employee’s talents, capability, and competence (Yun et al.
2007). Yun et al. (2007) suggest that employees who
achieve higher levels of performance are likely to be
viewed more favorably by others, which would satisfy their
positive self-views. In contrast, poor performance is likely
to threaten employees’ positive self-views. Therefore,
engaged employees will seek to improve their task per-
formance given the close linkage with their sense of self
(Chen et al. 2013).
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Organizational citizenship behavior is defined as “in-
dividual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or
explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that
in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the
organization” (Organ 1988, p. 4). Because organizational
citizenship behavior (OCBs) exceed individuals’ formal
job requirements, those who engage in more OCBs are
more valued and viewed more favorably by others. Indi-
viduals will acquire a more positive self-evaluation, given
that OCBs provide them with opportunities to show their
friendship, talents, and knowledge (Stevens 1997). As a
result, engaged employees will seek to engage in more
OCBs. Indeed, this reasoning is consistent with empirical
research showing positive relationships between job
engagement, task performance, and organizational citi-
zenship behavior (Christian et al. 2011; Sulea et al. 2012;
Rich et al. 2010; Salanova and Schaufeli 2008).

Based upon the above discussion, we suggest that
authentic leaders will elicit higher levels of work engage-
ment from followers, which in turn improves job perfor-
Thus, we propose and test the following
hypotheses:

mance.

Hypothesis 1 The effect of authentic leadership on fol-
lower task performance is mediated by follower work
engagement.

Hypothesis 2 The effect of authentic leadership on fol-
lower organizational citizenship behavior is mediated by
follower work engagement.

The Moderating Role of Leader Competency

It is generally believed that authentic leadership empha-
sizes improving performance by indirectly fostering posi-
tive emotions and attitudes among followers, rather than by
directly relying on their own direction and competency
(Gardner et al. 2011). The essence of authenticity is to
know, accept, and remain true to one’s self (Avolio et al.
2004; May et al. 2003), which means that they are willing
to present their genuine self, and objectively evaluate and
accept their own positive and negative attributes, including
skill deficiencies, suboptimal performance, and negative
emotions. However, this does not mean that authentic
leaders are competent to make decision, establish work
procedures, increase functional specialization, organize
around the strategy, et al.

Competency is defined as a combination of tacit and
explicit knowledge, behavior, skills, and abilities, which
gives someone the potential for effectiveness in task per-
formance (Draganidis and Mentzas 2006). Examples of
leaders’ competency include problem awareness, strategic
planning, decision making, goal setting, coordinating with
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subordinates, and monitoring them as they carry out a plan.
Although leader competence is an important factor in
improving followers’ job performance (Kim et al. 2009;
Levenson et al. 2006; O’Boyle et al. 2011), many leader-
ship scholars suggest that highest performance can be
reached only when the leaders are both task- and rela-
tionship-motivated (e.g., Hooijberg and Choi 1999; Yukl
and Lepsinger 2005).

There is evidence that employees are influenced more
by ideas expressed by experts than non-experts (Bass
1960; Mausner 1953, 1954; Evan and Zelditch 1961). For
example, Podsakoff et al. (1983) suggest that we generally
place more value on and are more satisfied with supportive
behavior provided by an expert than by a non-expert.
Justis et al. (1978) also suggest that if an employee per-
ceives his/her leader to be relatively competent, he/she
will be more motivated and willing to accept influence
from the leader than if the leader is perceived as incom-
petent. At the same time, the study assumes that subor-
dinates learn to follow the relevant behavior of a
competent leader more rapidly than the behavior of a less
competent leader.

These arguments are all concerned with the moderating
effect of the leadership situation on the effect of leader
attributes on followers’ performance. Therefore, when
subordinates regard their authentic leader as competent,
they place more value on and are more willing to accept the
leader’s influence. So, the positive influence of authentic
leadership on subordinates’ performance will be enhanced.
However, if the authentic leader is seen as less competent,
they will be more reluctant to accept their leader’s positive
influence.

Based on the above reasoning, we therefore make the
following prediction:

Hypothesis 3 Leader competency moderates the rela-
tionship between authentic leadership and follower task
performance and organizational citizenship behavior, such
that authentic leadership will have a stronger positive effect
on follower performance when leaders are competent than
incompetent.

Combining Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, we further propose a
mediated moderation model (see Fig. 1), such that
authentic leadership and leader competency interactively
influence followers’ work engagement, which in turn
relates positively to followers’ task performance and
organizational citizenship behavior. Thus, we hypothesize
that:

Hypothesis 4 The interactive effects of authentic lead-
ership and leader competency on follower task perfor-
mance and organizational citizenship behavior are
mediated by follower work engagement.
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Fig. 1 Research model

Method
Sample and Procedure

A total of 320 followers and their immediate leaders from a
large Chinese company in Shanghai were invited to par-
ticipate in our survey. The company’s human resources
managers gave us a list of potential participants’ names and
positions, and we randomly selected 320 subordinates and
their 320 supervisors. A cover letter attached to each
questionnaire explained the objectives and procedures of
the survey, and anonymity and confidentiality were
assured. Subordinates were asked to complete a survey on
their supervisors’ competency and authentic leadership and
their own work engagement; supervisors were asked to
complete a survey on followers’ task performance and
organizational citizenship behavior. A total of 248 valid
supervisor—subordinate dyads were returned with complete
data (77.5% response rate).

Fifty-three percent of the employees were male. Ninety
percent have college, bachelor’s, or master’s degrees. The
average age was 28.4 years (SD = 5.9), and the average
job tenure was 37.8 months (SD = 38.3). For the super-
visors, 72% were male, 89% have college, bachelor’s, or
master’s degrees, the average age was 33.2 years
(SD = 5.3), and the average job tenure was 72.8 months
(SD = 47.8).

Measures

The original questionnaire was written in English and
translated into Chinese by academic scholars bilingual in
Mandarin and English. We used the conventional method
of back-translation (Brislin 1980) several times until the
English and Mandarin versions were highly similar.

Authentic Leadership

We measured engagement with a 16-item authentic lead-
ership scale developed by Walumbwa et al. (2008). Fol-
lowers were asked to rate their leader on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from never to almost always. Sample items
include “he/she is eager to receive feedback to improve

interactions with others” (self-awareness), “he/she makes
decisions based on his/her core beliefs” (internalized moral
perspective), “he/she is willing to admit mistakes when
they are made” (relational transparency), and “he/she
solicits views that challenge his or her deeply held posi-
tions” (balanced processing). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92.

Leader Competency

We measured leader competency with the 13-item measure
of managerial competency developed by Tett et al. (2000).
On a six-point Likert scale, the followers were asked to
assess their supervisor’s competencies on problem aware-
ness, decision making, directing, decision delegation,
short-term planning, strategic planning, goal setting,
monitoring, motivating others with authority or persuasion,
and team building. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.96.

Work Engagement

We measured engagement on a six-point Likert scale, using
the nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale developed by
Schaufeli and Bakker (2004). The scale reflects three types
of energy (vigor, absorption, and dedication) that people
may invest in their roles. Sample items include “At my work,
I feel bursting with energy” (vigor); “I am enthusiastic about
my job” (dedication), and “I am immersed in my work”
(absorption). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92.

Job Performance

We asked the supervisors to evaluate their subordinates’
task performance with the four-item scale developed by
Williams and Anderson (1991). On a six-point Likert scale,
supervisors indicated the extent to which they agreed with
statements such as “... adequately completes his/her
assigned duties” and “...fulfills responsibilities specified in
his/her job descriptions.” Subordinates’ organizational
citizenship behavior was measured with three items
developed by Chen et al. (1998). Sample items include
“This employee helps orient new employees even though it
is not required.” Cronbach’s alphas for task performance
and OCB were 0.74 and 0.81, respectively.

@ Springer
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Control Variables

We controlled for five demographic variables of employees
(age, gender, education level, organization tenure, and
dyadic tenure), because previous research has found that
they are significantly related to job performance and/or
work engagement (e.g., Breevaart et al. 2015; Sosik et al.
2011; Wang et al. 2014).

Results
Measurement Model

Although we measured data from both employees and their
supervisors, our results might be affected by common method
variance, because all variables were rated by the respondents
in the same period of time. Therefore, we conducted a con-
firmatory factor analysis using LISREL 8.7 to assess whether
these five variables can be differentiated from each other.
Results of the model fit show that the five-factor model pro-
vides a better fit (2 (935) = 1723.23, RMSEA =0.06,
RMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.97, NFI = 0.93) than all possible
alternative models, for example, the four-factor model com-
bining task performance and OCB (> (939) = 1884.05,
RMSEA = 0.06, RMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.96, NFI = 0.93),
the three-factor model combining task performance and OCB
into one factor and competency and authentic leadership into
another (7> (935) = 4851.96, RMSEA = 0.13, RMR =
0.09, CFI = 0.92, NFI = 0.89), and the single-factor model
(F (945) = 7762.46, RMSEA = 0.17, RMR = 0.14,
CFI = 0.87, NFI = 0.83). In addition, following Podsakoff
etal. (2003), we also use the Harman’s single-factor technique
(Harman 1960) to check the common method variance. The
exploratory factor analysis results show that there is no gen-
eral factor in the unrotated factor structure, with the first factor
accounting for only 31% of the total variance.

Descriptive Statistics

The means, standard deviations, and correlations among all
the study variables are presented in Table 1. Each study
variable has an acceptable degree of internal consistency
reliability. As expected, authentic leadership and compe-
tency were significantly and positively related to followers’
work engagement, which in turn was positively and sig-
nificantly related to followers’ task performance and OCB.

Hypothesis Testing

We use regression-based mediation analysis (Baron and
Kenny 1986) to test Hypotheses 1 and 2. Table 2 shows the
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results. Model 4 shows that work engagement relates
positively to task performance (f = 0.34, p < 0.01) and
OCB (f =0.43, p <0.01), and when it enters into the
equation, the positive relationships between authentic
leadership and task performance (from f = 0.19, p < 0.01
to f =0.12, n.s.) and OCB (from f = 0.13, p < 0.05 to
f = 0.04, n.s.) are reduced significantly. These results
indicate that work engagement fully mediates the authentic
leadership—job performance relationship. Thus, Hypotheses
1 and 2 are supported.

To test Hypothesis 3, we conduct multiple hierarchical
regression analyses. Model 1 in Table 2 shows that
authentic leadership significantly predicts followers’ task
performance (f = 0.30, p < 0.01) and OCB (f = 0.21,
p < 0.01). Model 3 shows that leader competency moder-
ates the link between authentic leadership and OCB
(f = 0.18, p < 0.01) but does not moderate the relation-
ship between authentic leadership and task performance
(p = 0.08, n.s.), partially supporting H3.

To interpret the demonstrated moderating effects, we
solve for regression equations at low and high leader
competency (defined as the mean minus and plus one
standard deviation). It was inferred from Fig. 2 that the
pattern of interactions is as predicted in Hypothesis 3: the
positive association between authentic leadership and OCB
is stronger when leader competency is higher.

Hypothesis 4 suggests that work engagement mediates
the interactive effect of authentic leadership and leader
competency on job performance. Model 4 in Table 2 shows
that the interaction term of authentic leadership and leader
competency and task performance (from f = 0.08,
p <0.10 to f=0.04, ns.) and OCB (from f = 0.18,
p <0.01 to f = 0.13, p < 0.05) are reduced significantly
when work engagement enters into the equation, offering
support for Hypothesis 4.

Because the bootstrapped confidence interval approach
generates a more accurate estimation of the indirect rela-
tionship than traditional methods (Gong et al. 2013;
MacKinnon et al. 2004), we perform a bootstrap analysis to
further test Hypothesis 4 (Preacher et al. 2007). We
examine the conditional indirect effects of authentic lead-
ership on followers’ job performance through work
engagement for three values of leader competency (one
standard deviation above the mean, the mean, and one
standard deviation below the mean). As shown in Table 3,
at mean level and one standard deviation above the mean
of leader competency, bootstrapping reveals that 95% bias-
corrected confidence intervals for task performance
(0.01 - 0.12; 0.03 - 0.16) and OCB (0.02 — 0.15;
0.04 — 0.21) do not contain zero, so the indirect effect of
authentic leadership on job performance is statistically
significant. The indirect effect is not significant at one
standard deviation below the mean, because the 95% bias-
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Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among study variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Education 380 094 -

2. Gender 147 050 —-0.06 -

3. Age (years) 28.41 591 -0.04 —-0.09 -

4. Org tenure (months) 37.81 3834 —-0.14* —-0.05 0.43%* -

5. Dyadic tenure (months) 26.67 25.14 —0.02 0.01 0.27%* 0.73%*

6. Authentic leadership 387 058 —-0.04 0.11 —-0.04 —0.06 0.01 (0.92)

7. Competency 428  0.95 0.05 —0.03 0.03 —0.06 -0.06  0.55%% (0.96)

8. Work engagement 3.11 091 0.04 0.09 0.10 —0.02 -0.06  0.35%  041** (0.92)

9. Task performance 378 0.82 —-0.01 0.10 0.10 0.01 0.05 0.31** 031*%* 0.44** (0.74)

10. OCB 345 092 0.05 0.04 0.05 —0.04 -0.02  0.21%%  0.24**  0.47*%  0.49** (0.81)

n = 248, Coefficient alphas are in parentheses; Education level (1 = primary school, 2 = high schools, 3 = college degree, 4 = bachelor
degree, 5 = master degree, 6 = doctor degree). Gender (1 = male, 2 = female)

* p < 0.05, ¥ p < 0.01

Table 2 Multiple regressions of hypothesized relationships

Task performance OCB Work engagement
Abusive supervision
M1 M2 M3 M4 Ml M2 M3 M4 M1 M2 M3
1. Control
Education 0.01 —0.01 —0.01 —0.03 0.05 0.04 0.02 —0.00 0.08 0.05 0.04
Gender 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.06 0.02 0.03 0.04 —0.00 0.07 0.09 0.09
Age 0.14%* 0.12 0.11 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.07 0.02 0.13* 0.11 0.10
Organizational —0.08 —0.08 —0.09 —0.11 —0.06 —-0.06 —-0.07 —0.10 0.08 0.06 0.06
Tenure
Dyadic tenure 0.07 0.10 0.10 0.14 —0.01 0.01 0.03 0.08 —-0.16%  —0.12 —0.11
2. Predictor
Authentic 0.30%* 0.18%* 0.19%%* 0.12 0.21%%* 0.10 0.13%* 0.04 0.36%* 0.19%* 0.21%*
leadership(AL)
3. Moderator
Leader competency 0.21%*%  0.21%* 0.11 0.18*%  0.18* 0.05 0.30%*%  0.30%*
(LO)
4. Interactive effects
AL*LC 0.08" 0.04 0.18%%* 0.13%* 0.12%*
5. Mediator
Work engagement 0.34%%* 0.43%%*
F 5.41 5.98 5.49 8.57 231 2.82 3.58 8.71 7.63 9.68 9.09
R? 0.12 0.15 0.15 0.24 0.05 0.07 0.11 0.24 0.16 0.22 0.23
AR? 0.03%* 0.01 0.09%%* 0.02%* 0.03%%* 0.14%%* 0.06%** 0.01%*

n = 248. Standardized beta coefficients are reported
T p<0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01

corrected confidence

intervals

for task performance
(=0.02 — 0.08) and OCB (—0.03 — 0.11) contain zero.
Therefore, when leader competency is low, work engage-
ment does not mediate the effects of authentic leadership

on subordinate job performance. At average or high levels
of leader competency, work engagement does mediate the
effects of authentic leadership on job performance.
Hypothesis 4 is supported.
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Fig. 2 Interaction of authentic leadership and leader competency on
OCB

Table 3 Leader competency: regression results for overall model

Model B SE t p

Mediator variable model: work engagement

Constant —0.06 0.06 —0.94 0.34
Authentic leadership(AL) 0.20 0.07 2.94 0.00
Leader competency (LC) 0.31 0.07 4.55 0.00
AL*LC 0.11 0.05 2.27 0.02
Dependent variable model: task performance
Constant 3.77 0.05 73.25 0.00
Work engagement 0.29 0.05 5.46 0.00
Authentic leadership (AL) 0.12 0.06 2.06 0.04
Leader Competency (LC) 0.07 0.06 1.30 0.19
AL*LC 0.02 0.04 0.67 0.50
Dependent variable model: OCB
Constant 3.40 0.05 59.97 0.00
Work engagement 0.39 0.06 6.76 0.00
Authentic leadership(AL) 0.04 0.06 0.71 0.48
Leader competency(LC) 0.04 0.06 0.72 0.47
AL*LC 0.10 0.04 2.29 0.02
Indirect SE LLCI ULCI
effect
LC: conditional indirect effects: task performance
—1SD 0.03 0.02 -0.02 0.08
M (4.28) 0.06 0.02 0.01 0.12
+1 SD 0.09 0.03 0.03 0.16
LC: conditional indirect
effects: OCB
—1SD 0.04 0.03 —-0.03 0.11
M (4.28) 0.08 0.03 0.02 0.15
+1 SD 0.12 0.04 0.04 021

N = 248. Standardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap
sample size = 5000

*p <0.05; ** p <0.01

@ Springer

Discussion

The performance literature has long noted the importance
of authentic leadership and competencies (e.g., Goldstein
et al. 2001; Kim et al. 2009; Leroy et al. 2012; Levenson
et al. 2006; O’Boyle et al. 2011; Wong and Cummings
2009). However, few studies have examined the joint effect
of the two leadership characteristics and the work-focused
mechanism on followers’ job performance. This study
develops a mediated moderation model in which a leader’s
authenticity and competencies have an interactive effect on
the follower’s performance through the mediation of work
engagement. The results suggest that authentic leadership
has a positive effect on followers’ performance, which are
consistent with the results from previous studies (e.g.,
Clapp-Smith et al. 2009; Hmieleski et al. 2012; Leroy et al.
2012, 2015; Wang et al. 2014; Wong and Cummings
2009), and that the effect is stronger when leaders are more
competent. In addition, the main and interactive effects are
mediated by the follower’s work engagement.

Theoretical Implications

The current study provides several theoretical implications
for researchers. First, our results contribute to both the
authentic leadership and the competency literature by
showing that the effect of authentic leadership on employee
job performance can vary as a function of the leader’s
competencies. Although the effect of authentic leadership
on employee job performance has received increasing
attention in organizational behavior research (e.g., Leroy
et al. 2012; Walumbwa et al. 2008; Wong and Cummings
2009), the literature is also replete with scholars who warn
that the effectiveness of supportive leader behavior
depends on the level of the leader’s competence (House
and Baetz 1979; Podsakoff et al. 1983). Therefore, it is
important to understand when authentic leadership is more
or less likely to lead to performance improvement. Our
findings extend current studies (e.g., Leroy et al. 2012;
Levenson et al. 2006) from an interactional approach by
providing a more accurate realization of the relationship
between authentic leadership and followers’ performance.
We hope that our study will also encourage leadership
researchers to pay more attention to the boundary condi-
tions of leader competency in future leadership studies.
Second, our results provide support for our prediction
that work engagement mediates the effect of authentic
leadership on followers’ performance, particularly for
highly competent leaders. Although studies of the process
and mechanisms by which authentic leadership influences
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followers’ performance have examined the leader’s
behavioral integrity and predictability (e.g., Leroy et al.
2012; Peus et al. 2012) and the follower’s affect and trust
in the leader (e.g., Clapp-Smith et al. 2009; Hassan and
Ahmed 2011; Hmieleski et al. 2012; Hsieh and Wang
2015; Leroy et al. 2012; Wong et al. 2010), little attention
has been paid to the follower’s comprehensive work-fo-
cused characteristics including cognitive, affective, and
physical aspects, and none to the mediated moderation
effect. In focusing on both moderating and mediating
effects together, our model helps explain both how
authentic leadership influences followers’ performance,
and for whom authentic leadership has the greatest effect
on job performance. In so doing, our study provides evi-
dence that authentic leadership can have a positive effect
on followers’ performance through work engagement, and
also extends our understanding of how such a relationship
works.

Furthermore, because work engagement represents the
simultaneous investment of one’s cognitive, affective, and
physical energies in work (Kahn 1990; Rich et al. 2010),
we argue that the mediating role of work engagement
provides a more work-focused, comprehensive explanation
of mediation from a self-enhancement perspective than
other mechanisms that only take account of the leader’s
perspective (e.g., Leroy et al. 2012; Peus et al. 2012) or the
cognitive or affective aspects of the self (e.g., Hmieleski
et al. 2012; Hsieh and Wang 2015; Leroy et al. 2012; Peus
et al. 2012).

Practical Implications

Our study also offers some practical implications. First, our
results suggest that leaders’ authenticity may play an
important role in improving followers’ job performance,
and these performance improvements are in the form of
both task performance and organizational citizenship
behavior. However, although the relevance of authentic
leadership to job performance may be important, what may
be more noteworthy is the moderating effect of leader
competencies. This pattern of findings suggests that
authentic leadership should be especially encouraged when
the leader is competent.

Secondly, our results also suggest that work engagement
may play an important role in the influence of authentic
leaders on their followers’ performance. The finding that
engagement directly affects followers’ work performance
shows that it is possible to increase work engagement by
other means than authentic leadership, and in the process
improve followers’ job performance. For example, previ-
ous research has found that work engagement may be
increased by job resources (i.e., job control, feedback, and
variety), perceived value congruence, organizational

support, and core self-evaluations (e.g., Rich et al. 2010;
Salanova and Schaufeli 2008).

Limitations

The current study has several limitations. First, the gener-
alizability of our findings is unknown. Our participants
were the employees in a large company in Shanghai, so the
generalizability of our findings needs to be assessed and
reconfirmed in other organizational backgrounds, city
environments, and national cultures. Second, because our
research was cross-sectional, we are unable to draw strong
causal inferences regarding the variables’ relationships.
Although we had strong theoretical and logical reasons for
causality, alternative causal models may be plausible.
Therefore, longitudinal research designs are needed in
future research. Third, although we obtained predictor and
criterion variable data from different sources in this study,
and we asked respondents to indicate their opinions on a
six-point Likert scale to avoid the use of bipolar numerical
scale values in most of the items (e.g., Tourangeau et al.
2000; Podsakoff et al. 2003); there was still a risk of
common method bias, because the data collection proce-
dure is cross-sectional in nature and the antecedent and
mediating variables were rated by the same-source fol-
lowers. However, we believe that common method biases
should not be a main problem in the current study, because
both confirmatory factor analysis and a single-factor tech-
nique test found no serious threat to our results. Future
research should use longitudinal research designs and
multiple raters to access different variables.
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