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Abstract

Drawing on conservation of resources theory, we built and tested a theoretical model that explores how and when leader
humor can impact employee bootlegging. Based on a field study using a time-lagged research design, we found that leader
humor can influence employee bootlegging by fueling relational energy. Furthermore, work unit structure moderates the
effect of leader humor on relational energy as well as the indirect effect of leader humor on employee bootlegging via rela-
tional energy such that these effects are stronger when the unit operates in an organic structure as opposed to a mechanistic
structure. Based on these findings, the current study sheds light on both the leader humor and the bootlegging literature.
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In today’s rapidly changing business environment, the notion
that individual innovation contributes to organizational suc-
cess is widely accepted (Baer & Oldham, 2006; Sacramento
et al., 2013). As a result, organizations make every effort
to improve employee innovative performance. Nonethe-
less, there is often a paradox in innovation practice: On
the one hand, organizations give employees a high degree
of autonomy to pursue innovative outcomes, while on the
other hand, they establish a series of formal procedures and
rules to ensure that employees’ innovation activities are in
line with company strategies, goals, and priorities (Amabile,
1996; Kanter, 2000). In this case, when an individual’s inno-
vation plan conflicts with the R&D strategy and thus might
be rejected by the organization, he or she is likely to continue
to carry out the innovation secretly if the innovation idea
is expected to succeed (Mainemelis, 2010; Nemeth, 1997).
This prevalent phenomenon is referred to as bootlegging,
the process “by which individuals take the initiative to work
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on ideas that have no formal organizational support and are
often hidden from the sight of senior management, but are
undertaken with the aim of producing innovations that will
benefit the company” (Criscuolo et al., 2014, p. 1288), and
is the focus of our research. Evidence shows that more than
80% of companies have reported bootlegging within their
organizations (Augsdorfer, 2012), and employees gener-
ally spend more than 10% of their working time on bootleg
innovation (Augsdorfer, 2005). As a specific form of deviant
behavior that takes place without formal support (Criscuolo
et al., 2014; Unsworth, 2001), bootlegging may have a dou-
ble-edged sword effect: On the one hand, bootlegging may
produce enormous benefits to the organization if the innova-
tive idea succeeds (Augsdorfer, 2005). On the other hand,
because bootlegging requires a certain amount of time and
resources, under circumstances such as a period of increased
formalization (Criscuolo et al., 2014), it may undermine the
efficiency and effectiveness of formal innovation projects and
ultimately lead to reduced innovative performance of both
employees and organizations. Given the contingent effects
of bootlegging, it is important to know which factors may
impact the emergence of bootlegging so that organizations
can flexibly regulate the occurrence of bootlegging according
to their needs.

Despite recent research interest in this area (Criscuolo
et al., 2014; Globocnik, 2019; Globocnik & Salomo, 2015;
Masoudnia & Szwejczewski, 2012; Nanyangwe et al., 2021),
our understanding of this issue is still insufficient, and only a
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few studies have showed that organizational factors such as
formal management practices (Globocnik & Salomo, 2015)
and individual factors such as self-identification (Nanyangwe
et al., 2021) can predict bootlegging. In their seminal work,
Criscuolo et al. (2014) identified bootlegging as a secret,
nonprogrammed, and illegitimate activity, thus highlighting
the risky nature of this behavior. Specifically, bootlegging
may challenge the status quo and thereby cause potential
adverse consequences for bootleggers (Globocnik, 2019;
Mainemelis, 2010). In addition, the threat of visible failure
exposes bootleggers to the risk of personal resource loss.
Therefore, employees’ willingness to take risks may predict
their general attitude toward bootleg activity. Indeed, recent
research has confirmed that risk propensity is positively
related to employee bootlegging (Globocnik, 2019). Despite
individual differences in the tendency to take or avoid risks,
employees’ preference for risk activity is also influenced
by contextual factors. In the workplace, since leaders often
serve as role models, employees may learn from leaders’
words and deeds about what behavior is tolerated or even
encouraged, which in turn, affects their risk perception in a
given situation (Sitkin & Pablo, 1992). However, previous
research has yet to explicitly consider how certain leader-
ship styles influence the extent to which employees view
deviation from formal innovative plans to make underground
R&D efforts risky, which is key to bootlegging.

To fill this research gap, in this paper, we propose that
leader humor, or leaders’ intentional use of humor to
amuse their subordinates, might be particularly relevant
to employee bootlegging. Previous research has identified
numerous humor styles (e.g., self-enhancing humor, affili-
ative humor) (Martin et al., 2003), some positive and some
negative (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012; Veselka et al., 2010).
In line with Cooper et al.’s (2018) conceptualization, we
view humor as an interpersonal resource that leaders use to
motivate subordinates. Therefore, in this study, we mainly
focus on the positive humor style. As an effective social
lubricant, positive humor can help foster high-quality inter-
personal relationships. By using humor, leaders actively
remove social barriers associated with formal hierarchy
(Cooper, 2008). This helps lessen hierarchical differences
and psychological distance between leaders and their fol-
lowers (Cooper, 2008; Romero & Cruthirds, 2006). These
relational processes make employees feel that it is safe to
experiment their ideas and to take interpersonal risks with-
out fear of adverse outcomes (i.e., psychological safety)
(Edmondson, 1999), which is critical for employees’ norm
violations in pursuit of innovation. In support of this asser-
tion, several recent studies have demonstrated that leader
humor helps to create a psychologically secure atmosphere
where employees feel comfortable implementing risk-taking
behavior, such as voice and boundary-spanning activity (e.g.,
Potipiroon & Ford, 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Consequently,
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the first aim of this research is to investigate the relationship
between leader humor and employee bootlegging.

To unlock the black box between leader humor and
employee bootlegging, we draw on conservation of resources
(COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) to investigate the mediating
role of relational energy, or “a heightened level of psycho-
logical resourcefulness generated from interpersonal interac-
tions that enhances one’s capacity to do work™ (Owens et al.,
2016, p. 37). As noted by Criscuolo et al. (2014), bootleg-
ging generally occurs when an organization lacks sufficient
resources to sponsor every innovative idea, so employees
must rely on themselves to develop resources (such as time,
energy, and materials) in pursuit of private thoughts. In a
psychologically safe work environment cultivated by leader
humor, there tends to be a high level of mutual trust and
respect (Kahn, 1990; Wang et al., 2022), where employees
believe that their leaders respect and support their personal
interests, needs, and vulnerabilities (Tang et al., 2021).
Hence, employees tend to view humorous leaders as sup-
portive and inclusive and feel good and at ease around them
(Potipiroon & Ford, 2021). These positive social interactions
may foster the sharing and transferring of energy resources
(i.e., relational energy). Indeed, previous research has shown
that positive leader-follower interactions contribute to high
levels of relational energy, which enables employees to exert
greater effort in their work (Owens et al., 2016; Wang et al.,
2018). Therefore, our second aim is to examine the role of
relational energy as a meaningful enabling mechanism link-
ing leader humor to employee bootlegging.

Furthermore, bootlegging behavior does not occur in an
organizational vacuum (Nanyangwe et al., 2021). Although
it is employees’ decision to take underground initiatives,
the framing of bootlegging as a more or less favorable
behavioral option might be influenced by contextual factors
(Globocnik, 2019). Previous research has shown that work
environment features such as work autonomy and decision-
making styles can influence employees’ creativity and inno-
vation (Amabile, 1996; Ekvall, 1996). We therefore used
the work unit structure construct to examine the contingent
influence of work environments on our model. In line with
COR theory, we posit that work unit structure can modify
the effects of resource development (Halbesleben et al.,
2014; Hobfoll et al., 2018), which ultimately influences
employees’ preference for bootlegging. Thus, the third aim
of this research is to determine whether work unit structure
functions as a boundary condition that alters the relationship
between leader humor and employee bootlegging.

Our research makes several contributions. First, we con-
tribute to the nascent but growing bootlegging literature by
introducing leader humor as a leadership antecedent that
may affect employee bootlegging. Compared with other
leadership approaches, leader humor signals the acceptabil-
ity of norm violations in the workplace. Employees who
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see leaders display humor are likely to feel more secure
in the workplace and view deviating from formal innova-
tive projects to engage in bootlegging as less risky, making
leader humor particularly relevant to employee bootlegging.
Thus, our research provides new insights into the role of
leadership in the bootlegging phenomenon. Second, we
reveal the mechanism through which leader humor influ-
ences employee bootlegging by identifying a meaningful
enabling mediator (i.e., relational energy). Third, we adopt
a contextual view and introduce work unit structure as a
critical boundary condition for the emergence of bootleg-
ging. Finally, we contribute to the leader humor literature by
extending its individual outcomes as well as its contextual
contingency. Our theoretical model is depicted in Fig. 1

Literature Review and Hypothesis
Development

Leader Humor, Relational Energy, and Employee
Bootlegging

According to COR theory, individuals try to retain, pro-
tect, and build valuable resources, such as energy (Hobfoll,
1989). Previous research has indicated that social interac-
tions with others can generate energy resources, which help
individuals effectively cope with work demands (Atwater
& Carmeli, 2009). In the organizational setting, since lead-
ers possess more authority and higher status, they play a
central role in setting the tone of the workplace and have
a significant impact on employees. Therefore, interactions
with leaders become a useful way for employees to develop
relational energy because they tend to place more value on
social interactions with their leaders. Recent research has
initially confirmed that some positive leadership styles, such
as leader humility (Wang et al., 2018), and spiritual leader-
ship (Yang et al., 2019), have positive influences on employ-
ees’ relational energy.

Although both COR theory and empirical research
have constructed the relationship between leadership and
employee relational energy, we argue that leader humor
may particularly contribute to stimulating employee rela-
tional energy. As a typical informal communication strategy,

humor reflects leaders’ attempts to reduce hierarchical gaps
between leaders and followers (Cooper, 2008; Wang et al.,
2022). When leaders interact with their followers in a play-
ful and humorous way, the psychological distance associ-
ated with formal hierarchy and status can be lessened, while
leader-follower similarity is strengthened (Kim et al., 2016;
Pundt, 2015). These relational processes help to create a
psychologically safe environment where employees may feel
more secure during interpersonal interactions (i.e., psycho-
logical safety; Potipiroon & Ford, 2021; Wang et al., 2022).
In a psychological safety work environment cultivated by
leader humor, the relationship between leaders and fol-
lowers can be characterized by a high level of mutual trust
and respect (Kahn, 1990; Wang et al., 2022). Such positive
leader-follower interactions facilitate high-quality interper-
sonal exchanges (Owens et al., 2016) from which employ-
ees can generate valuable energy resources that help them
actively pursue underground innovation, reflecting a high
level of relational energy. Overall, as a positive resource
(Lehmann-Willenbrock & Allen, 2014; Robert & Wilbanks,
2012), leader humor tends to promote the transfer of social
and psychological energy (i.e., relational energy; Wang
et al., 2018) by creating a psychologically safe atmosphere
and improving the leader-follower relationship. Based on
the above arguments, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Leader humor is positively related to
employee relational energy.

COR theory posits that people invest current resources
to acquire a new valuable resource, and the value of this
new resource depends on whether it contributes to achiev-
ing one’s goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014). For R&D work-
ers, their primary goal is to pursue outstanding innovative
performance. Although bootlegging is not formally rec-
ognized by the organization, it serves employees’ strong
desire to explore private ideas that have the potential to
produce groundbreaking innovations, thereby contribut-
ing to employees’ personal goals. Therefore, bootlegging
might be a valuable and attractive way for R&D work-
ers to invest their energy resources derived from leader
humor (i.e., relational energy). As a target-specific energy
construct (Wang et al., 2018), relational energy not only

Fig. 1 Theoretical model
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reflects the transfer of energy resources that enables
employees to pursue underground activities to explore
new opportunities but also conveys social cues embedded
in humor that can be interpreted as leaders’ tolerance of
norm violations, which may shape employees’ risk percep-
tions of deviant behavior (e.g., bootlegging). Therefore,
we argue that employees who are relationally energized
by leader humor may not only have sufficient resources to
explore their private thoughts but also dare to take such
actions without fear of adverse consequences. In addition,
since relational energy is generated from direct leader-fol-
lower dyadic interactions, a high level of relational energy
implicitly indicates that the focal employee has a good
relationship with the leader. In this case, the employee
may be less worried about being punished by the leader for
bootlegging. Based on these theorizations, we argue that
employees with more relational energy are more capable
of and willing to engage in bootlegging.

In contrast, employees with less relational energy may fall
into the spiral of resource losses (Hobfoll, 2001). They have
difficulty meeting daily work demands and therefore have lit-
tle energy and motivation to engage in bootlegging that may
cause potential risks and exacerbate resource loss. Besides,
a low level of relational energy implies that the employee
does not have a good relationship with his or her leader and
receives fewer signals of tolerance of norm violations. Under
such circumstances, once bootlegging fails or is detected by
the leader, it may lead to severe sanctions. Thus, employees
with low relational energy are less likely to adopt an aggres-
sive resource investment strategy, such as bootlegging.

This resource investment effect of relational energy based
on COR theory has been preliminarily confirmed by other
studies. For example, the works of Owens et al. (2016) and
Yang et al. (2019) showed that relational energy is positively
related to employees’ job performance, and the research of
Atwater and Carmeli (2009) suggested that a sense of energy
helps individuals participate in high-level creative work.
Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Relational energy is positively related to
employee bootlegging.

Based on Hypotheses 1 and 2, we further propose the
mediating effect of relational energy between leader humor
and employee bootlegging. According to COR theory, leader
humor can fuel employee relational energy by creating a
psychologically safe atmosphere and subsequently improv-
ing the leader-follower relationship. In turn, high relational
energy represents a resourceful state and signals the accept-
ability of norm violations in the workplace, which makes
employees more capable and willing to invest in bootlegging
to pursue breakthrough inventions. Therefore, we propose
Hypothesis 3:

Hypothesis 3: Relational energy mediates the relationship
between leader humor and employee bootlegging.
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The Contextual Contingence of Work Unit Structure

COR suggests that work environments play a role in
resource conservation and development, incorporating the
notion that contextual factors might modify the effect of
resource transformation (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll
et al., 2018). Given that humor in leadership mainly func-
tions to decrease formal hierarchy (Romero & Cruthirds,
2006), the hierarchical and structural states of the organi-
zation are likely to have some bearing on the effectiveness
of leader humor. In addition, the creativity literature has
found that work environments that support creativity and
innovation can be characterized by open communication
channels, decentralized decision-making styles, and less
formal rules (Hudson & Gonzalez-Gémez, in press). We
therefore consider the moderating role of work unit struc-
ture (i.e., “sum total of the ways in which labor is divided
into distinct tasks and coordination is achieved among
them”; Mintzberg, 1979, p. 2) in our model.

Two types of structures are distinguished: mechanistic
structures and organic structures (Slevin & Covin, 1997).
As the epitome of Weber’s ideal bureaucracy, the mecha-
nistic structure can be characterized by centralization, tight
control, a high degree of task division and standardization,
top-down communication channels, and emphasis on strict
compliance with rules and procedures (Yang, 2017). Such
a structure emphasizes strict compliance with organiza-
tional rules and regulations (Christensen-Salem et al.,
2021). Conversely, the organic structure is characterized
by decentralization, less control, wide task boundaries,
open channels of communication, and few constraints from
rules and procedures (Aryee et al., 2008). Based on our
discussions on leader humor and bootlegging, we argue
that the energizing effects of leader humor on employee
bootlegging are contingent upon work unit structure such
that the organic structure provides a facilitating environ-
ment, while the mechanistic structure serves as an inhibit-
ing one.

First, when leaders interact with their employees in a
humorous way, the workplace atmosphere can be energized.
If such leadership exists in a mechanistic structure where
communication between leaders and employees is often lim-
ited by a formal communication channel, which is usually
known as a “top-down” approach (Ambrose et al., 2013),
this not only reduces leaders’ opportunity to express humor
but also restricts employees’ interactions with their humor-
ous leader, thus decreasing relational energy. In contrast,
in the organic structure, leaders can flexibly adopt humor
strategies and increase the frequency of humorous interac-
tions with employees. In addition, employees can respond
humorously without worrying about offending their leaders.
Therefore, the organic structure can maximize the power of
humor and eventually increase employees’ relational energy.
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Second, humor reflects leaders’ intention to reduce
social distance from employees (Romero & Cruthirds,
20006). This leadership style is inherently consistent with
the concept of decentralization advocated by the organic
structure, which might be more easily accepted by employ-
ees due to cognitive congruence. In the mechanistic struc-
ture, strict control and highly centralized characteristics
expand psychological distances and aggravate the power
imbalance between leaders and employees (Aryee et al.,
2008). Under such conditions, employees may regard
leader humor as a fagade of affability which might pro-
duce cognitive dissonance, thus weakening the positive
influence of leader humor on employees’ relational energy.

Third, previous studies have shown that a weak con-
text makes the role of leadership more prominent than
a strong one (Yang, 2017). In the mechanistic structure,
the strong context of institutionalization and tight control
attenuates the role of leader humor. Employees are more
likely to follow established rules and regulations instead
of expecting leader incentives (Dragoni & Kuenzi, 2012).
Correspondingly, there may be less relational energy gen-
erated from leader humor. In contrast, when leader humor
displays in an organic structure, this loose and weak situ-
ation highlights the personal charm of humorous leaders
and strengthens employees’ dependence on their leaders
(Dragoni & Kuenzi, 2012). In this case, the influence
of leader humor on employee relational energy will be
enhanced. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Work unit structure moderates the posi-
tive effect of leader humor on employee relational energy,
such that the relationship is stronger when the unit has an
organic structure rather than a mechanistic structure.

The Integrated Model

Building on the rationale above, we hypothesize a moder-
ated mediation model in which work unit structure moder-
ates the indirect effect of leader humor on employee boot-
legging through relational energy. Specifically, when the
team operates in a mechanistic structure, leader humor will
have a weaker influence on shaping employees’ relational
energy and, indirectly, on their bootlegging. In contrast,
when the team operates in an organic structure, leader
humor will be more appreciated by employees, which
contributes to more relational energy and, subsequently,
employee bootlegging. Therefore, we propose the follow-
ing hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Work unit structure moderates the indirect
relationship between leader humor and employee bootleg-
ging via relational energy, such that the indirect relationship
is stronger when the unit has an organic structure rather than
a mechanistic structure.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited from six firms in Eastern China,
including insurance, pharmacy, education, and training indus-
tries. Before the formal survey began, we stated the purpose of
this study and the potential benefits for the companies to the
managers. HR departments were asked to send internal emails to
encourage employees to actively participate in the survey, and we
stressed in the email that we would keep the data strictly confi-
dential. We then distributed and collected the questionnaires with
the help of HR departments. To reduce common method bias, we
followed previous leader humor research to adopt a time-lagged
survey method to collect data at three time points, each separated
by 1 month (e.g., Cooper et al., 2018). At time 1, employees
evaluated perceived leader humor and work unit structure and
filled in their demographic information. At time 2, employees
assessed their relational energy level, thriving at work and per-
ceived acceptability of norm violations. At time 3, employees
rated their bootlegging behavior. A total of 422 employees from
71 teams participated in the survey. After eliminating question-
naires with incomplete information and teams with fewer than
three valid responses, we finally collected 335 matched and use-
ful responses from 59 teams, yielding a response rate of 79.38%.
Among the 335 employees, men accounted for 61.19%, the aver-
age age was 26.06 years (SD = 2.83), the average tenure was 3.03
years (SD = 1.10), and average tenure with the current direct
supervisor was 2.16 years (SD = 0.76). Furthermore, 85.07% of
the employees had obtained a bachelor’s degree or above.

Measurements

All measurements were rated on a 5-point Likert scale unless
otherwise stated. The range was from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). We translated the scales from English
to Chinese following the standard back-translation procedure
(Brislin, 1986).

Leader Humor

Leader humor was assessed with the three-item scale devel-
oped by Cooper et al. (2018). Compared with other leader
humor scales (e.g., Avolio et al., 1999), this scale does not
include any contextual questions and simply measures the
frequency of leaders’ humor expression, which can avoid the
potential measurement bias caused by different humor norms
across cultures (Niwa & Maruno, 2010). A sample item is
“My manager expresses humor with me at work.” Cronbach’s
alpha for this scale was 0.861. The range for this measure was
from 1 (very infrequently) to 5 (very frequently).
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Relational Energy

Relational energy was assessed with the five-item scale
developed by Owens et al. (2016), which has been validated
in the Chinese context (Yang et al., 2019). A sample item is
“I feel invigorated when I interact with my manager.” Cron-
bach’s alpha for this scale was 0.900.

Work Unit Structure

Work unit structure was assessed with the seven-item scale
developed by Khandwalla (1977). Based on previous studies,
this variable was assessed by team members and aggregated
at the team level (Yang, 2017). The items were designed as
paired statements, and a sample item was “Highly structured
channels of communication and highly restricted access to
important operating information” vs. “Open channels of
communication with important financial and operating infor-
mation flowing quite freely throughout the organization.”
Higher scores represent a more organic structure. Cronbach’s
alpha for this scale was 0.906.

Bootlegging

Employee bootlegging was assessed with the five-item
measure developed by Criscuolo et al. (2014). A sample
item is “I proactively take time to work on unofficial projects
to seed future official projects.” Cronbach’s alpha for this
scale was 0.885.

Control Variables

Based on previous research on leader humor and bootleg-
ging, we controlled for several demographic variables,
including employee gender, age, tenure, dyadic tenure, and
education level (Romero & Cruthirds, 2006). In addition,
since recent research has confirmed that leader humor sig-
nals the acceptability of norm violations at work, which
motivates employees to engage in deviant behavior (Yam
et al., 2018), we controlled for employees’ perceived accept-
ability of norm violations to establish the incremental valid-
ity of relational energy. Since Owens et al. (2016) theo-
rized that relational energy is generated from interpersonal
interactions, which is different from intrapersonal energy
concepts, we further controlled for thriving at work, a self-
generated energy concept, to determine whether relational
energy explains the energizing effects of leader humor
above and beyond thriving at work. Perceived acceptability
of norm violations was measured with the five-item scale
developed by Yam et al. (2018). A sample item was “To
what extent you thought it acceptable for a person in your
team to be improper.” The range for this measure was from
1 (not at all acceptable) to 5 (highly acceptable). Cronbach’s
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alpha for this scale was 0.900. Thriving at work was assessed
with the ten-item scale developed by Porath et al. (2012),
including five items each for the two dimensions of learning
and vitality. Sample items included “I continue to learn more
and more as time goes by” (learning) and “I am looking
forward to each new day” (vitality). Cronbach’s alpha for
this scale was 0.845.

Analytical Approach

We first conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) using
Mplus7.4 to test the factorial validity of our measurements.
After confirming the reliability and validity of the constructs,
we aggregated individual responses of work unit structure to
the team level. The proposed model of this research was two-
level, with the predicting, mediating and dependent variables
(leader humor, relational energy, and bootlegging) as individ-
ual-level constructs and the moderating variable (work unit
structure) as a team-level variable. Accordingly, we employed
multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) to test our
hypotheses. Specifically, we tested the mediating hypotheses
using a lower level (1-1-1) mediation model with random
intercepts on the between level (Preacher et al., 2010). In this
model, leader humor, relational energy, and employee boot-
legging were all measured and tested at level 1 but nested
in level 2. For the moderating hypotheses, we tested the
cross-level interaction with a “slopes as outcomes” model, in
which a random slope is predicted by the work unit structure
(Preacher et al., 2016). We used the fully latent approach to
conduct analyses to mitigate potential measurement bias (Cor-
tina et al., 2021; Preacher et al., 2010). Finally, we employed
the Monte Carlo method recommended by Preacher et al.
(2010) to estimate the confidence intervals for the moderated
indirect effects. The statistical analysis software used in this
study was SPSS 22.0 and Mplus7.4.

Results

Descriptive Statistics, Correlations,
and Confirmatory Factor Analyses

The means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabili-
ties among the variables are shown in Table 1. A significant
positive correlation was found between leader humor and
relational energy (r = 0.288, p < 0.01) and between rela-
tional energy and bootlegging (r = 0.305, p < 0.01), thereby
providing initial support for our hypotheses.

The results of a Harman single-factor analysis showed
that the unrotated first factor explained only 28.16% of
the total variation, which indicated that there was no
serious common method bias in the samples. The CFAs
results further supported this assertion, which showed
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

SD

10

Level 1 (subordinate)

1. Gender
2. Age

0.488

0.390
26.060
3.170
3.030
2.160
3.985

2.834
0.709
1.103
0.762

0.540%*

- 0.74

—0.035
—0.035
— 0.066
—0.044

3. Education
4. Tenure

0.276%*

0.627%*

0.674%*
0.113*

0.152%%*
0.043

0.012

0.442%%
0.043

5. Dyadic tenure

0.305
0.472

(0.845)
0.035

0.142%*
0.037

6. Thriving at work

(0.900) 2.309

—0.001

0.021

7. Perceived acceptability of

norm violations

0.705

3.726
3.725
3.195

0.075 0.015 0.092 0.132%* 0.387%* 0.361%* (0.861)
0.002 0.060

— 0.253**

—0.027
- 0.137*

8. Leader humor

0.599
0.560

0.288%*  (0.900)

0.144%%

0.044

—0.021
—0.008

0.016

9. Relational energy

—0.026 0.178%%* 0.369%* 0.408%** 0.305%* (0.885)

—0.060

—0.021

10. Bootlegging
Level 2 (team)

0.343

3.705

(0.906)

1. Work unit structure

graduate school. *p < 0.05; **p <

Male, 1 = Female. Education had four categories: 1 = high school, 2 = vocational school, 3 = university, and 4

0.01; ***p < 0.001. Alphas are presented on the diagonal

59(teams); N = 335(employees). 0

N =

that our hypothesized four-factor model provided a good
fit to the data, ;(2(164) = 394.335, comparative fit index
(CFI) = 0.942, Tucker—-Lewis index (TLI) = 0.932, root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.065,
and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) =
0.040. This model provided a better fit to the data than
the alternatives we tested, including (a) a three-factor
model in which leader humor and bootlegging items were
specified to load onto one factor (5°(167) = 797.588, CFI
= 0.840, TLI = 0.818, RMSEA = 0.106, and SRMR =
0.083); (b) a three-factor model in which leader humor
and relational energy items were specified to load onto
one factor (;(2(167) = 878.557, CFI = 0.820, TLI = 0.795,
RMSEA = 0.113, and SRMR = 0.095); (¢) a two-factor
model in which leader humor, relational energy, and work
unit structure items were specified to load onto one factor
(*(169) = 1954.007, CFI = 0.547, TLI = 0.491, RMSEA
= 0.178, and SRMR = 0.198); (d) a one-factor model
(7*(170) = 2852.243, CFI = 0.320, TLI = 0.240, RMSEA
= 0.217, and SRMR = 0.236). These results support the
discriminant validity of our measurements.

Hypothesis Testing
Level of Analysis

Our sample was nested data, with individuals nested
within teams. Since the work unit structure was a team-
level variable, we assessed the interrater agreement coeffi-
cient (rwg(j)) and intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC1
and ICC2) to evaluate the suitability of aggregating scores.
The results indicated acceptable values (mean rwg(j)
= 0.91, ranging from 0.71 to 0.98, ICC(1) = 0.29, and
ICC(2) = 0.69), which justified the suitability of aggre-
gating individual assessments of work unit structure into
a team-level variable.

The results of one-way analysis of variance demonstrated
that the between-group variances of relational energy and
bootlegging were not significant among firms (relational
energy, F (5, 329) = 2.17, p = 0.057; bootlegging, F (5,
329) = 0.58, p = 0.715); however, they were significant
among teams (relational energy, F (58, 276) = 1.77, p <
0.001; bootlegging, F (58, 276) = 1.59, p < 0.01). This
result implied that the variance of these two variables was
mainly from teams rather than firms. Therefore, a two-level
structural equation modeling approach was appropriate for
data analysis. The model results are presented in Table 2.

Relational Energy as a Mediator (Hypotheses 1-3)

As shown in Table 2, leader humor had a significant positive
effect on relational energy (b = 0.239, p < 0.001), and relational
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Table2 MSEM results

Lower-level mediation Cross-level

Relational energy ~ Bootlegging Relational energy
Level 1
Gender 0.062 (0.073) —0.068 (0.064) 0.054 (0.073)
Age 0.003 (0.016) 0.011 (0.016) 0.001 (0.014)
Education —0.028 (0.049) —0.028 (0.044) —0.023 (0.048)
Tenure 0.021 (0.039) —0.070 (0.042) 0.020 (0.037)
Dyadic tenure —0.023 (0.058) 0.016 (0.059) —0.018 (0.053)
Thriving at work —0.340 (0.201) 0.149* (0.104) —0.316 (0.163)
Perceived acceptability of norm violations —0.010 (0.076) 0.308*** (0.078) —0.026 (0.079)
Leader humor 0.239*#** (0.075) 0.111* (0.059) 0.214*%** (0.055)
Relational energy 0.215%** (0.040)

Level 2
Work unit structure

Cross-level interaction

Leader humor X work unit structure

—0.097 (0.137)

0.322% (0.141)

N = 59(teams); N = 335(employees). Unstandardized coefficients reported. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p <

0.001

energy had a significant positive effect on bootlegging (b =
0.215, p < 0.001). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2
were supported. With respect to the mediation effects, we con-
ducted a 5000-time Monte Carlo simulation, and the results
suggested that the indirect effect of leader humor on bootleg-
ging via relational energy was positive and significant (indirect
effect = 0.051; 5000-time sampling; 95% CI [0.013, 0.099],
excluding zero), thus supporting Hypothesis 3.

Work Unit Structure as a Moderator (Hypothesis 4)

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the work unit structure serves
as a moderator in the relationship between leader humor
and employee relational energy, such that the relationship
is stronger when the unit operates in an organic structure as
opposed to a mechanistic structure. As expected, we found
a positive cross-level interaction between leader humor
and work unit structure in predicting employees’ relational
energy (b =0.322, p = 0.023).

We plotted the form of interaction in Fig. 2. Simple slope
analyses indicated that leader humor was significantly posi-
tively related to employee bootlegging in organic structures
(b =0.339, p < 0.001) but not significant in mechanistic
structures (b = 0.139, p = 0.056) and that the difference
between slopes was significant (b = 0.200, p < 0.001), thus
providing support for Hypothesis 4.

Tests of Moderated Mediation Effects (Hypothesis 5)

Finally, Hypothesis 5 predicted that work unit structure
moderates the indirect effect of leader humor and employee
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Fig.2 The interactive effect of leader humor and work unit structure
on relational energy

bootlegging through relational energy, such that the indi-
rect effect is stronger when the unit operates in an organic
structure as opposed to a mechanistic structure. We used the
Monte-Carlo method recommended by Preacher et al. (2010)
to calculate the confidence intervals for the mediated effect
of leader humor on employee bootlegging via relational
energy in organic and mechanistic conditions. Based on
5000 Monte Carlo replications, the results of Table 3 showed
that the indirect effect of leader humor on bootlegging via
relational energy is significant in an organic structure (esti-
mate = 0.077, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.033, 0.119], excluding
zero) but not in a mechanistic structure (estimate = 0.033, p
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Table 3 Moderated mediation results

Work unit structure  Estimates SE LLCI ULCI
Bootlegging Organic structure  0.077**  0.022 0.033  0.119
Mechanistic 0.033 0.018 —0.002 0.067
structure
Differences 0.043* 0.020 0.003  0.083
between low and
high

N = 59(teams); N = 335(employees). Low moderator variable refers
to one standard deviation below the mean of the moderator; high
moderator variable refers to one standard deviation above the mean of
the moderator. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

=0.060, 95% CI [— 0.002, 0.067], including zero). The dif-
ference between the conditions was also significant (estimate
=0.043, p = 0.035, 95% CI [0.003, 0.083], excluding zero).
Besides, following Hayes’s (2015) recommendation, we
calculated the index of moderate mediation and the results
showed that it was significant (estimate = 0.069, p = 0.035,
95% CI [0.005, 0.133], excluding zero). Thus, Hypothesis
5 was supported.

Discussion

Based on COR theory, we built and tested a theoretical
model that investigates the relationship between leader
humor and employee bootlegging. Through a longitudinal
research design, we showed that leader humor has a posi-
tive indirect effect on employee bootlegging through rela-
tional energy. Furthermore, the work unit structure, as a
contextual factor, imposes different modifications on these
relationships. Specifically, these positive effects are intensi-
fied within the organic structure but neutralized within the
mechanistic structure. Next, we delineate theoretical impli-
cations, practical implications and limitations that provide
future directions.

Theoretical Implications

First, our research complements and extends the existing
literature (constructive deviance broadly and bootlegging
particularly) by applying COR to bridge linkages between
leader humor, relational energy, and employee bootleg-
ging. Previous research in this area has mainly adopted
three mechanisms to explain why multiple incentives lead
to constructively deviant behaviors, that is, intrinsic moti-
vation, felt obligation, and psychological empowerment
(see the recent review: Vadera et al., 2013). By applying a
resource lens, we provide scholars with new insights into
the mechanism through which these phenomena occur. The
results support our proposition that leader humor can fuel

employees’ personal resources (i.e., more relational energy),
which in turn enables employees to pursue underground
innovation (i.e., bootlegging). Thus, we bring fresh accents
to the current literature.

Second, we also respond to Owens et al.’s (2016) call for
extensive exploration of the antecedents and consequences
of relational energy. As a newly developed construct, the
nomological network of relational energy remains largely
incomplete, and only a few studies have examined whether
leadership styles such as spiritual leadership (Yang et al.,
2019) and leader humility (Wang et al., 2018) are positively
associated with subordinates’ relational energy. Regarding
the consequences, existing studies mainly select job engage-
ment and job performance as evaluation criteria and neglect
the potential behavioral consequences (Owens et al., 2016;
Wang et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2019). Thus, our model adds
theoretical richness to the emerging literature about the ante-
cedents and behavioral consequences of relational energy.
Furthermore, our control of thriving at work (an intrapersonal
energetic state) provides incremental explanatory validity to
the relational energy construct, since Owens et al. (2016)
theorized that relational energy generated from interpersonal
interactions is different from intrapersonal energy concepts.

Third, this research helps to extend the literature on leader
humor effectiveness by considering the powerful role of situ-
ational features. As Johns (2006, p. 386) noted, “The impact
of context on organizational behavior is not sufficiently rec-
ognized or appreciated by researchers.” This is problematic
because contextual factors may “affect the occurrence and
meaning of organizational behavior as well as functional
relationships between variables” (Johns, 2006, p. 386).
Similarly, studies in the leadership domain display a strong
trend of conducting contextualized leadership research (Dust
et al., 2014; Oc, 2018). Our results suggest that leader humor
effectiveness seems to be stronger in certain organizational
contexts than in others. In particular, the mechanistic struc-
ture provides an inhibitory environment for leader humor,
while the organic structure provides a promoting environ-
ment. Therefore, we provide more comprehensive recogni-
tion of the impacts of leader humor on employees’ affective
and behavioral outcomes under different work unit struc-
tures and emphasize the necessary integration of situational
features in understanding the preconditions of bootlegging.
This contributes to a new horizon that underlines the situa-
tions in which leader humor may be more effective.

Finally, we extend the leader humor literature and COR
theory by systematically theorizing and empirically test-
ing leader humor as an interpersonal resource that enables
subordinates to engage in proactive resource investment
strategies. As stated by Hobfoll (1989, 2001), COR theory
contains two central tenets: resource loss and resource
gain. The resource loss tenet suggests that individuals who
lack resources are more vulnerable to additional losses and
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therefore are motivated to prevent the further depletion of
their remaining resources. Previous humor studies applying
COR theory as a theoretical foundation have mainly adopted
this tenet and asserted that leader humor, as an interper-
sonal resource, can help employees cope with work stress
(e.g., Cooper et al., 2018). However, the resource gain tenet
regarding humor issues is largely overlooked, leaving an
incomplete picture. Our research bridges this research gap
and provides a more comprehensive understanding of the
social functions of leader humor.

Practical Implications

This research also has practical implications for leaders and
organizations. First, the results suggest that leader humor
has a significant positive effect on employee bootlegging.
However, as previously mentioned, bootlegging is a double-
edged sword: It may be either a boost or a barrier for the
innovative performance of both employees and organiza-
tions. Given the double-edged sword effect of bootlegging,
we recommend that leaders be wise in determining whether
and when to use humor in the workplace. Specifically, if
organizations make strategic decisions to take advantage of
employee bootlegging, leaders can use humor to elicit such
behaviors. In contrast, in a bootlegging-hating phase, lead-
ers should be careful about using humor when interacting
with their subordinates to avoid sending the wrong signals.
Second, since leader humor is positively related to
employees’ relational energy, as suggested by Quinn et al.
(2012) regarding how to cope with the “human energy cri-
sis,” managers should take advantage of humorous commu-
nication approaches during their interactions with followers.
Compared with other structural policies (e.g., paid vacation)
that aim to alleviate employee stress or replenish employee
energy, the leaders’ use of humor is a low-cost and high-
benefit method (Cooper et al., 2018). Thus, we recommend
that organizations take humor into account during leader
selection and manager training (Dampier & Walton, 2013).
Third, we demonstrate that work unit structure can regulate
the impacts of leader humor; more specifically, the mecha-
nistic structure provides an inhibitory environment for leader
humor, while the organic structure functions as a promoting
one. This implies that leader humor is not uniformly good. For
example, leaders should cautiously display humor in a bureau-
cratic organization since it may fall short of expectations.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations that highlight future

research directions. First, although it was validated with a
time-lagged sample, the causality of variables is not well
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addressed. To obtain reliable results, measuring all variables
at all measurement points and then conducting full cross-
lagged panel analyses would be ideal for future research.

Second, we adopted a unidimensional leader humor
behavior scale to reduce measurement bias caused by cul-
tural differences (Yue, 2011). However, compared with other
multidimensional humor scales, it is difficult to distinguish
the mechanisms of how various types of humor impact
employees psychologically. Hence, future studies may
develop a multidimensional leader humor scale to enrich
and expand this model.

Third, although we stated that leader humor may be par-
ticularly relevant to employee bootlegging compared with
other leadership behaviors, we did not prove this empiri-
cally. Further research should include several other lead-
ership styles as control variables to show whether leader
humor can predict employee bootlegging above and beyond
other leadership styles (such as transformational leadership).

Finally, scholars have claimed that humor norms vary in
different cultures and “the perception and appreciation of
humor may be circumstantial and are culturally embedded”
(Yue, 2011, p. 463). Therefore, future research can focus
on the role of cultural contextual variables, such as power
distance, collectivism/individualism, and traditionalism, to
obtain a more accurate understanding of the leader humor
phenomenon in the workplace.
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