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General Introduction

Employee empowerment has been a recurring topic in management science 
and practice ever since Kanter (1977) introduced this concept in her influential work 
Men and Women of the Corporation. The rationale behind employee empowerment is 
that employees are considered more knowledgeable on local matters and that they know 
best what is required to achieve the most optimal results in their work (Mills & Ungson, 
2003). So, employees are the ones who know best how to do their work, with whom to 
do their work, and what resources they need to successfully do their work. Employee 
empower ment then aims to develop and capitalize this potential that is available in 
every employee in an attempt to simultaneously increase organizational performance 
and employee well-being. Over the last decades employee empowerment has indeed 
been repeatedly linked with, for example, increased work-unit performance (e.g., 
Seibert, Silver, & Randolph, 2004), innovation (e.g., Spreitzer, 1995), job satisfaction 
(e.g., Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000), and organizational commitment (Avolio, Zhu, 
Koh, & Bhatia, 2004). Due to these merits, scholars and practitioners remain highly 
interested in finding new and additional ways to empower the modern workforce.

An outgrowth of employee empowerment, the structural empowerment 
movement, emerged following the work of Kanter in 1977 and focused predominantly 
on managerial practices that transfer power and resources from manager to employee. 
Structural empowerment has been defined accordingly as “a set of managerial practices 
involving the delegation of responsibility down the hierarchy so as to give employees 
increased decision making authority in respect to the execution of their primary work 
tasks” (Wall et al., 2002, p. 147; Leach et al., 2003; Ahearne et al., 2006). Research on 
structural empowerment thus considers the manager as the m ain focus of analysis and 
has for the most part concentrated on the hierarchical transfer of power and resources 
via empowering structures, practices, and procedures (e.g., Spreitzer, 1996). 

Other researchers, however, opposed this focus on managerial practices. 
Specifically, Conger and Kanungo (1988) and Thomas and Velthouse (1990) shifted the 
focus to the psychological side of empowerment,  postulating that true empowerment 
is not defined by managerial practices but by the psychological interpretation of the 
opportunities and constraints as experienced at work by the employee. Empowerment 
in this sense mainly means to feel empowered. Based on theories of self-efficacy 
(Bandura, 1977) and self-determination (Deci, 1975), psychological empowerment has 
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been defined as “an employee’s intrinsic task motivation reflecting a sense of control 
in relation to one’s work and an active orientation to one’s work role that is manifested 
in four cognitions: meaning, self-determination, competence, and impact” (Spreitzer, 
1995, p. 1443; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Research on psychological empowerment 
thus considers the employee as the main focus of analysis and has concentrated on the 
identification of intra-organizational conditions that elicit change in these four work-
related cognitions (e.g., Ahearne et al., 2005; Kirkman & Rosen, 1999). 

Combined, these two perspectives make up an empowerment process that 
provides a comprehensive understanding of the empowerment phenomenon, where 
managerial practices increase organizational effectiveness and employee well-being 
through the transfer of power and resources thereby stimulating the development of 
positive work-related perceptions of the employee (e.g., Conger & Kanungo, 1988; 
Mathieu, Gilson & Ruddy, 2006; Maynard et al., 2012; Menon, 2001; Seibert et al., 
2011; Spreitzer, 2008). This understanding of employee empowerment as a process 
where managerial actions (structural empowerment) lead to employee reactions 
(psychological empowerment) reflects the current status quo in both empowerment 
theory and practice. 

In this dissertation, I challenge this understanding of employee empowerment 
and present an alternative perspective on employee empowerment that better fits 
the reality of contemporary network-based organizations and better connects to the 
idea behind employee empowerment: the employee as being the central actor. This 
reassessment of employee empowerment is needed because ever since the concept 
of employee empowerment was first introduced within organizations, work and the 
way work is done and is organized have changed significantly (Grant & Parker, 2009). 
Although empowerment theory and practice have helped to create this new reality, 
empowerment theory itself has not yet adjusted to it. As the gap between empowerment 
theory and practice continues to grow, the chance that empowerment theory will 
lose its practical utility seems to increase as well. By constructing and testing an 
updated perspective on employee empowerment I aim to secure its relevance for both 
management research and practice. 

In this dissertation I rejuvenate empowerment theory by integrating recent 
insights from the management and organization sciences into extant empowerment theory. 
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For example, over the last decades it has become evident that success in contemporary 
organizations increasingly depends on proactive employees autonomously operating 
in so-called boundary-spanning social networks (Grant & Parker, 2009). The modern 
work environment more and more reflects an open system where employees potentially 
have access to power and resources through their social network (Ancona & Caldwell, 
1992; Cross & Cummings, 2004; Hargadon, 2002). It is therefore no longer sufficient 
to only focus on the hierarchical transfer of power and resources from manager to 
employee; rather, it is crucial to also include the complete flow of power and resources 
within the social network of the employee into empowerment theory. On top of this - 
and in opposition to the current understanding of employee empowerment - a growing 
body of research presents compelling evidence that employees are not passive actors 
within organizations (Grant & Ashford, 2008; Morrison, 1993; Parker & Collins, 2010; 
Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), making it essential 
to ascribe a more proactive role for the employee in the empowerment process. All 
in all, by integrating these recent relational and proactive insights from management 
research into empowerment theory, I aim to complement empowerment theory in a way 
that better connects to the reality of contemporary organizations.

Dissertation Overview

The main objective of this dissertation is to advance empowerment theory 
by constructing, presenting, and testing an up-to-date perspective on employee 
empowerment within contemporary organizations. In chapter 2, I present the theoretical 
foundation of this perspective by arguing that employee empowerment is, in essence, 
an employee-centered process, where an employee’s proactive behaviors, social 
network, and psychological empowerment together make up an ongoing empowerment 
process. Theoretically, this even implies that the empowerment process could exist in a 
world without management. Practically, however, the manager remains a crucial actor 
in an employee’s social network and, due to the specifics of the management role, an 
important actor able to influence the elements of this employee-centered empowerment 
process. Still, our perspective considers the employee as the main actor who is placed 
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in the center of this empowerment process. 
Chapter 2 starts with a short review of the current state of empowerment 

theory. Then I elaborate upon the impact of social networks on employee psychological 
empowerment. I do so first, by exploring how the interpersonal flows of resources 
– information, (instrumental) means, social support, and opportunities to learn and 
grow –determine the level of psychological empowerment, and  second, by exploring 
how certain social network characteristics, such as the quantity and quality of social 
relations, and the structure itself, affect access to those resources and, as a result, 
account for further variation in the level of employee psychological empowerment. 
Then, given that these new insights bring in new ways to increase the level of employee 
empowerment by targeting the social network of the employee, I argue that employees 
are able to empower themselves by proactively changing their own social network. 
Lastly, I address three antecedents of proactive behavior: a proactive personality of the 
employee, network leadership, and a proactive work environment. As these antecedents 
influence the employee-centered empowerment process, they provide management 
with new opportunities to empower the modern workforce in new and alternative ways.

The next chapters explore and test different elements of this perspective on 
employee empowerment. In chapter 3, I demonstrate that the social capital - defined as 
the benefits or potential benefits that accrue to an actor as a result of his or her social 
network connections and the structure of his or her network (Kilduff & Brass, 2010, p. 
357) –embedded within the social network of an employee affects the level of employee 
psychological empowerment. First, following Lin’s social resources theory (2001), I 
show that different kinds of social relations affect the level of employee psychological 
empowerment by providing access to empowerment-inducing resources. Second, 
following Burt’s (2000) general model of social capital, I demonstrate that the structure 
of an employee’s social network affects the level of psychological empowerment as 
well. Combined, this study demonstrates that the social network of the employee is an 
important predictor of employee psychological empowerment.

In chapter 4, I explore whether employees are able to empower themselves by 
proactively changing their work environment. Up till this point, empowerment theory 
considers employee proactivity a consequence of psychological empowerment. As such, 
psychological empowerment is proposed to result in proactive behavior, but the implicit 
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assumption seems to be that employees cannot increase their own empowerment level 
through their proactive behavior. I argue that this reverse relationship is possible too, and 
thus that psychological empowerment and proactive behavior may reinforce each other 
over time. By examining this relationship between employee proactive behavior and 
psychological empowerment over time in a two-wave survey I show that psychological 
empowerment indeed stimulates proactive behavior but also that proactive behavior 
increases psychological empowerment. Additionally, I show that the resources needed 
for optimal performance at work that are provided by others explained this proactive 
behavior–psychological empowerment relation. Concluding, this study provides initial 
evidence for a more proactive role for employees in the empowerment process.

In chapter 5, I explore the changing role of the manager in the proposed 
employee-centered empowerment process. More precisely, I show that intergroup 
leadership – defined as the leadership of collaborative performance of different 
organizational groups or organizations (Hogg et al., 2012) – stimulates an intergroup 
relational identity that encourages employees to collaborate effectively with others both 
within and outside the own group. The internalization of such an intergroup relational 
identity leads to a self-definition that incorporates the group’s relationships with other 
groups as part of the own group’s identity (Hogg et al., 2012, p. 233). Such an identity, 
in turn, will lead to more effective collaborations and thus subsequently to increased 
access to resources, which will advance the level of psychological empowerment. 
In sum, this study shows that managers have additional ways to further empower 
the modern workforce by influencing the identity beliefs of employees who work 
increasingly across the boundaries of the own group.

In chapter 6, I will finish by reflecting on the most important theoretical and 
practical implications of this dissertation. All things considered I come to the conclusion 
that employee empowerment is a much more complex process than previously thought. 
In modern times employee empowerment is, in essence, an employee-centered 
process, where – besides management practices – an employee’s proactive behaviors, 
social network, and psychological empowerment together make up an ongoing 
empowerment process. This dissertation presents initial evidence for this employee-
centered empowerment process and these findings urge scholars and practitioners to 
reconsider the nature of employee empowerment in contemporary organizations and, 
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more specifically, the role that both employee and manager play in this process. I argue 
that employee empowerment is, in essence, about the employee and his or her unique 
qualities and abilities. Nevertheless, this empowerment process can be influenced by 
managerial practices, for example through intergroup leadership. This makes employee 
empowerment a shared responsibility between manager and employee. I finish this 
dissertation by presenting the practical impact of this dissertation in the context of the 
Government of the Netherlands. 

Employee Empowerment within the Context of the  
Government of the Netherlands

This dissertation is supported and funded by the A&O Fund of the Government 
of the Netherlands. Within this fund, representatives of the employer and employees 
(i.e., FNV Overheid, AC Rijksvakbonden, CMHF, CNV Overheid) of the Government 
of the Netherlands work to together to improve the overall working conditions within 
the central government and the internal labor market. Based on a shared strategic vision 
(Rijksdienst van de Toekomst; Het Gedroomde Rijk), they carry out projects themselves, 
but they also finance and stimulate projects that contribute to the objectives mentioned 
above. Additionally, they aim to actively share the knowledge and expertise coming 
from these projects with relevant others within the public sector. Example projects 
focus, for example, on diversity and inclusion (e.g., anoniem solliciteren), employability 
(e.g., app performance review cycle), reorganization (e.g., waarde(n)vol werk in de 
uitvoering), and employee empowerment (e.g., Leiderschap & Professionele Ruimte). 
This PhD project was also funded to improve the internal working conditions and labor 
market, by a) developing state-of-the-art insights on employee empowerment, and b) 
valorizing the knowledge coming from this project directly into practice.

More precisely, this PhD project aimed to improve both employee empowerment 
(Professionele Ruimte) and employee proactivity (Eigen Regie) within the Government 
of the Netherlands as these issues were identified as critical in the shared strategic 
vision. So, besides merely developing new scientific insights on these matters, this PhD 
project was also funded to directly valorize the theoretical insights into the practice of 
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the context of the Government of the Netherlands. While carrying out the scientific work 
for this PhD project I have continuously and simultaneously worked on the practical 
valorization of the most important insights coming from this dissertation, for example, 
by delivering crucial input for the renewed government-wide performance review cycle 
and a new, government-wide Management Development trajectory. On top of this, 
during this PhD-project more than 400 employees participated in the workshop “The 
Power of Social Networks,” where they learned to empower themselves by creating 
empowering social networks. In chapter 6, I will elaborate on the practical impact of 
this PhD project in greater detail. 

Declaration of Contributions

There are four authors who contributed to the one theoretical and three empirical 
chapters presented in this dissertation. Joost van der Stoep is the main author of these 
four chapters; Daan van Knippenberg, Ed Sleebos, and Gerhard van de Bunt provided 
conceptual guidance and reviewed and edited the writing. Joost van der Stoep collected, 
analyzed, and interpreted the data, closely supervised by Daan van Knippenberg, Ed 
Sleebos, and Gerhard van de Bunt.
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Abstract

Employee empowerment is a key issue in management research and practice. 
The rationale behind employee empowerment is to develop and capitalize the full 
potential available in every employee in order to maximize both organizational 
performance and employee well-being. Over the last decades, however, organizations 
and the way work is done have changed significantly and while empowerment theory 
has helped to create this new reality, this new reality has not yet been integrated into 
empowerment theory. Based on decades of research on employee social networks 
and employee proactive behaviors, we present a new perspective on employee 
empowerment in contemporary organization and argue that the empowerment process 
is not solely a combination of managerial actions (structural empowerment) and 
employee reactions (psychological empowerment), but a process in which employees 
play a proactive role in shaping the social network that serves to empower them. We 
present a series of theoretical propositions capturing these notions of proactive self-
empowerment through social network building and the antecedents of this proactivity. 
This perspective better fits the reality of modern network-based organizations, better 
connects to the rationale behind employee empowerment, and provides practitioners 
with new ways to empower employees. It also provides a new theoretical perspective 
to drive empowerment research. 
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Since Kanter introduced the concept of employee empowerment in her seminal 
work Men and Women of the Corporation (1977), more than 70 percent of organizations 
have adopted some kind of empowerment initiative (Lawler, Mohrman, & Benson, 
2001), and scholars have repeatedly confirmed the positive attitudinal and behavioral 
consequences of these empowerment initiatives (Maynard, Gilson, & Mathieu, 2012; 
Seibert, Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 2008). Employee empowerment capitalizes 
on the potential available in every employee, increasing work-unit performance (e.g., 
Seibert, Silver, & Randolph, 2004), innovation (e.g., Spreitzer, 1995), job satisfaction 
(e.g., Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000), and organizational commitment (Avolio, Zhu, 
Koh, & Bhatia, 2004). Given its advantages, employee empowerment is explicitly 
considered an important means for organizations to compete in today’s dynamic 
and uncertain environments (Maynard, Luciano, D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Dean, 
2014; Spreitzer, 2008). Therefore, understanding the processes leading to employee 
empowerment remains a key issue for scholars and practitioners interested in enhancing 
performance within contemporary organizations. 

Over the years empowerment research has identified multiple antecedents 
of empowerment within the boundaries of the organization under the purview of 
management, such as high-performance managerial practices (Lawler, Mohrman, 
& Ledford, 1998), socio-political support (Spreitzer, 1996), leadership (Ahearne, 
Mathieu, & Rapp, 2005), and work-design characteristics (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). 
These antecedents are based on the increasingly obsolete assumption that resources and 
power are mainly controlled by management and hierarchically distributed throughout 
the organization. Over the last decades both organizations and the nature of work have 
changed substantially, requiring a reassessment of the main work design theories (Grant 
& Parker, 2009). Years of empowerment practices have contributed to this new reality 
where employees autonomously – facilitated by ongoing developments in information 
and communication technology – enter productive relations with relevant others in 
order to access the resources they need to achieve their targets (Mills & Ungson, 2003). 
Today, the modern work environment is an open system providing employees access 
to resources and power through their own social network (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; 
Cross & Cummings, 2004; Hargadon, 2002). So, while decades of empowerment 
research and practices have helped to create this new reality, this new reality has not 
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yet been integrated into empowerment theory. 
In this theoretical analysis, we build upon and extend empowerment theory in 

a way that better fits the reality of contemporary organizations. First, using up-to-date 
insights from social network theory, we argue that all the interpersonal relations of the 
employee have the potential to affect the level of psychological empowerment, not just 
the top-down manager to employee ties. Although the interaction between manager 
and employee remains an important basis for employee empowerment, we posit that 
one’s social network adds to one’s empowerment. Developing this argument, we 
propose that besides the vertical flow of resources (i.e., down in the hierarchy), as per 
the structural empowerment perspective, it is important to also include the horizontal 
(from colleagues within or outside the work unit) and diagonal (from managers from 
other work units) flows of resources within and across organizational boundaries into 
the empowerment process. 

Second, and equally important in our reconsideration of empowerment, a 
growing body of research on employee proactivity demonstrates that employees 
are not passive actors at work (Grant & Ashford, 2008; Morrison, 1993; Parker & 
Collins, 2010; Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Until 
now, empowerment theory has predominantly ascribed a passive role for employees. 
Empowerment is proposed to result in proactive behavior (e.g., Kirkman & Rosen, 
1999; Seibert et al., 2011; Spreitzer, De Janasz, & Quinn, 1999), but the implicit 
assumption seems to be that empowerment is something that is “done to” employees 
and employees cannot increase their empowerment through proactive behavior. We 
argue that this assumption is not in line with the reality of contemporary organizations. 
We argue that employees are active actors in the empowerment process and able to 
empower themselves by proactively influencing their work environment through 
proactive behaviors. This implies that employee empowerment is an ongoing and 
employee-centered process where proactive behavior and empowerment reinforce 
each other over time; a process that theoretically and practically can exist without 
management efforts to empower. 

Our work has both theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, our 
perspective better connects to the nature of contemporary organizations, but more 
importantly it also better fits the idea behind employee empowerment: developing 
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and capitalizing the potential available within every employee. While this assumes 
that the employee is capable to decide which behaviors, relations, and resources are 
necessary to achieve results, empowerment theory has mainly considered employee 
empowerment a state that needs to be induced by others, implying that employees 
would not be empowered without efforts from management to that effect. Our renewed 
perspective resolves this uncomfortable paradox by placing the employee at the heart 
of the empowerment process. This is not to argue against an active role of management 
but to argue that this should be combined with an active role of the employee. Indeed, 
it is arguably the combination of managerial efforts and employee efforts to self-
empower that is most effective our analysis opens up new ways to increase employee 
empowerment by stimulating and fostering this employee-centered empowerment 
process.

We begin this paper with a brief review of the current state of empowerment 
theory. In order to position our conceptual contribution, we elaborate on how 
the interpersonal flows of resources captured by Kanter (1977) – information, 
(instrumental) means, social support, and opportunities to learn and grow – determine 
the level of empowerment. We outline how social network characteristics affect 
access to these resources and thus psychological empowerment. More specifically, 
we propose that the quantity and quality of social relations of an employee, the 
density of his or her social network, and the centrality of the employee within this 
social network affect access to and control over those resources, which subsequently 
affects the level of employee empowerment. Given that these new insights bring 
in new ways to increase employee empowerment by targeting the social network 
of the employee, we then explore how employees are able to empower themselves 
by proactively changing their social network. Consequently, this implies that – as 
proactivity is a consequence of empowerment (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Spreitzer, 
De Janasz, & Quinn, 1999; Spreitzer & Quinn, 1996) – employee empowerment 
is a self-reinforcing state where empowerment leads to proactivity and proactivity 
leads to empowerment. Fourth, we explore three antecedents of proactive behavior: 
a proactive personality of the employee, network leadership, and a proactive work 
environment. Finally, we address the main implications of our theoretical and 
practical contributions.
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A Contemporary Perspective on Employee Empowerment

Recent comprehensive reviews of the literature on employee empowerment 
have identified two main perspectives (Maynard et al., 2012; Seibert et al., 2011; 
Spreitzer, 2008). The first perspective – structural empowerment – is relational in 
nature and considers empowerment “a set of managerial practices involving the 
delegation of responsibility down the hierarchy so as to give employees increased 
decision making authority in respect to the execution of their primary work tasks” 
(Wall, Cordery, & Clegg, 2002: 147). This perspective is mainly derived from social 
exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1962; Homans, 1974; Thibault & Kelley, 1959) 
and interprets power as “the ability to get things done, to mobilize resources and to get 
and use whatever it is that a person needs for the goals he or she is attempting to meet” 
(Kanter, 1977: 190). Research on structural empowerment considers the manager as the 
main focus of analysis and has concentrated on the hierarchical transfer of power and 
resources from manager to employee through empowering structures, practices, and 
procedures (e.g., Spreitzer, 1996). 

The second perspective – psychological empowerment – is motivational in 
nature and considers empowerment “an employee’s intrinsic task motivation reflecting 
a sense of control in relation to one’s work and an active orientation to one’s work 
role that is manifested in four cognitions: meaning, self-determination, competence, 
and impact” (Spreitzer, 1995: 1443; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). This perspective 
interprets power as increased motivation fueled by perceptions of self-determination 
(Deci, 1975) and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). An employee is empowered and 
will perform above and beyond what is expected of him or her when, a) there is an 
alignment between the requirements of the job and his or her own norms and values, 
b) the employee experiences a sense of autonomy, c) the employee feels competent 
to complete the task at hand, and d) the employee has the conviction that the efforts 
matter and have a significant effect on the course of the organization. Research on 
psychological empowerment considers the employee as the main focus of analysis and 
has concentrated on identifying intra-organizational conditions eliciting change in these 
four work-related cognitions (e.g., Ahearne et al., 2005; Kirkman & Rosen, 1999).
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Combined, the two perspectives provide a comprehensive understanding of 
the empowerment phenomenon, where managerial practices increase organizational 
effectiveness through the transfer of power and resources stimulating the development 
of positive work-related perceptions of the employee – known as the empowerment 
process (e.g. Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Mathieu, Gilson & Ruddy, 2006; Maynard et al., 
2012; Menon, 2001; Seibert et al., 2011; Spreitzer, 2008). Until now, the empowerment 
process has been considered a matter of managerial actions and employee reactions. 
This is based on the assumption that power and resources are initially controlled by 
management and subsequently distributed throughout the organization in order to 
achieve organizational objectives. In this paper, we challenge this assumption and 
argue that, within contemporary organizations, power and resources are not confined 
by organizational boundaries or traditional hierarchical columns, but flow freely 
within the social network of the employee. As psychological empowerment reflects the 
cognitive assessment of the opportunities and constraints encountered within the work 
environment, we argue that the empowerment process needs to be complemented with 
these interpersonal transfers of resources and power within the social network of the 
employee.

It is important to note that this change within contemporary organization is 
partially a consequence of years of empowerment research and practices. Empowerment 
initiatives have stimulated autonomy among employees providing them with the 
opportunities to connect with relevant others, for example with clients, suppliers, co-
workers, practical and scientific experts, managers and co-workers in other departments, 
or with whoever is important for achieving their targets (Forrester, 2000; Gittell & 
Douglas, 2012; Mills & Ungson, 2003). Combined with empowerment initiatives, many 
organizations have shifted from hierarchical to flatter, more network or matrix based 
organizational structures where employees often work in multiple teams and for multiple 
managers (Adler, 2001; Bettis & Hitt, 1995; Hitt, 1998; Scott, 2003), or operate topic-
based in organizational communities of practice (Kirkman, Mathieu, Cordery, Rosen, & 
Kukenberger, 2011). As organizations face an increasing demand to be outward-focused, 
they have to collaborate and connect with relevant stakeholders (Kanter, 2011; Porter 
& Kramer, 2011) and change their structures and practices accordingly. As a result, 
employees increasingly operate in a wide web of interpersonal relations. All these social 
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relations make up a social network that more and more affects professional behavior and 
the development of work-related cognitions like psychological empowerment.

Given these changing conditions, which have given rise to an expansion of 
employees’ interpersonal relations, we are interested in exploring the link between 
interpersonal relations and psychological empowerment. In this way, we extend 
empowerment theory by including alternative relational sources of empowerment 
beyond the purview of management and the boundaries of the formal organization. 
We base our analysis on research on social networks, using the social network of the 
employee as the main focus of analysis. Because access and control over resources 
and the structure of the social network are important predictors of power (Astley & 
Sachdeva, 1984; Brass, 1984), we argue that access and control over these resources 
are critical in the development of empowerment-related cognitions. Access to resources 
helps an employee to achieve his or her targets. Simultaneously, the ability to control 
the flow of resources adds to the power of the employee as it increases the dependency 
of others on the employee. All in all, access and control over resources are central for 
employee empowerment (Kanter, 1977; Spreitzer, 1996) and the starting point of our 
theoretical contribution.

We will elaborate how social network characteristics affect access to those 
resources and thus account for variation in the level of psychological empowerment. 
First, we argue that the number of social relations affects the total amount of resources 
available to the employee and thus psychological empowerment (Proposition 1). We 
expect this relation to be curvilinear because additional resources associated with 
additional social relationships within the work context become increasingly likely to 
overlap (cf. Hirst, van Knippenberg, Zhou, Quintane, & Zhu, 2015). Second, we argue 
that the quality of a social relation affects the access to resources and subsequently 
the level of psychological empowerment (Proposition 2). A strong social relation is an 
enduring relationship defined by mutual affection and a history of positive interactions. 
A high-quality relation increases the ease and willingness of others to transfer resources 
(Bouty, 2000) and thus leads to increased access to resources and to higher levels of 
psychological empowerment. Third, we argue that the density of the employee’s social 
network – that is, the level of interconnectedness between social network partners – 
affects the level of psychological empowerment (Proposition 3). A dense social network 
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enforces norms leading to quicker transfer of resources but on the other hand it also 
increases the likelihood of overlapping resources thereby limiting the value of those 
resources. Fourth, we argue that the centrality of the employee in the social network is 
an important predictor of the level of psychological empowerment as well. Centrality 
– one of the most studied concepts within social network research (Borgatti, Mehra, 
Brass, & LaBianca, 2009) – gives an employee access to resources and control over 
the distribution of those resources within the social network (Brass, 1984). Due to this 
we expect that centrality of an employee within the social network affects the level of 
psychological empowerment (Proposition 4). 

Because social networks affect the level of psychological empowerment, we 
argue that employees are able to influence their levels of psychological empowerment 
by altering their social networks. Until now, empowerment theory has considered 
the employee to be a passive factor in the empowerment process. Psychological 
empowerment reflects an employee’s assessment of the work environment, implicitly 
making the employee a passive subject of work conditions (Spreitzer, 1995). Indeed, 
although the notion that employees are able to deliberately influence their own social 
environment is central in research on social networks (e.g., Tasselli, Kilduff, & Menges 
2015), job crafting (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), and employee proactivity (e.g., 
Li, Fay, Frese, Harms, & Gao, 2014), it is notably absent in empowerment theory 
(Spreitzer, 2008). Therefore, we argue that proactive behavior affects psychological 
empowerment through changes in the social network of the employee (Proposition 
5). On top of that, as research on employee empowerment shows that an empowered 
mindset leads to more proactive behavior (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Spreitzer et al., 
1999; Spreitzer & Quinn, 1996), we argue that there is a reciprocal relation between 
proactive behavior and psychological empowerment through changes in the social 
network over time (Proposition 6). 

Next, given the influence of employee proactivity on social networks and 
subsequently psychological empowerment, we turn our attention to the main predictors 
of proactive behavior. Specifically, we identify three important antecedents of proactive 
behavior, which we understand to lay in the employee’s personality, leadership, and 
the social context in which the employee is embedded. First, we explore the relation 
between proactive personality and proactive behavior and argue that some employees 
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are innately more proactive than others and thus are more likely to behave proactively 
and empower themselves through social network changes (Proposition 7). Second, 
we argue that even when we put more emphasis on employee agency in empowering 
themselves, there remains a role for leadership, not so much to empower in the classical 
sense but as a way to help employees build their understanding of how they can benefit 
from social network building (a leadership aspect we refer to as network leadership; 
Proposition 8). Third, we take a closer look at the social influence mechanisms within 
the social network of the employee. People do not form attitudes in isolation. Through 
repeated interactions employees will develop similar cognitions and express similar 
behavior (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). This implies that proactive behavior, and feelings 
of empowerment, can be contagious. Thus, we propose that the social environment is 
contagious and thus an important predictor of both proactive behavior and employee 
psychological empowerment (Proposition 9). The propositions combined results in the 
model depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1. A Contemporary Empowerment Process
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Employee Empowerment through Social Networks

The central idea behind social network theory is that individuals are socially 
influenced by their interpersonal relationships. Together these relations form a social 
network in which an individual is embedded and that affects an individual’s attitudes 
and behavior (Borgatti et al., 2009; Kilduff & Brass, 2010). Decades of social network 
research have shown that the social network affects a wide range of outcomes, like 
promotions (Burt, 1992), innovation (Ahuja, 2000), and performance (Mehra, Kilduff, 
& Brass, 2001). The productive advantage of a social network is referred to as social 
capital and is defined as “the benefits or potential benefits that accrue to an actor as 
a result of social network connections” (Kilduff & Brass, 2010: 357). These positive 
effects on professional behavior are explained by two perspectives: the relational 
perspective and the structural perspective (Borgatti & Foster, 2003).

The relational perspective focuses on the resources flowing through social 
relations (e.g., Lin, 2001). In this approach an employee benefits when others provide 
the employee with resources. Through social interactions people exchange tangible 
resources like money or goods, but also intangible resources like information and 
knowledge. It is considered social capital if these resources can help employees achieve 
their targets. The structural perspective, on the other hand, focuses on the structural 
characteristics of the social network of the employee (e.g., Burt, 1992). In this approach 
the structure of the social network brings advantage to the employee. For example, when 
the employee operates as a broker between two disconnected groups, the employee is 
more capable of controlling the flow of information within the social network. This 
increases the dependency of others on the employee and thus increases the power of 
the employee over the others (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004). In this paper, 
we will use both perspectives on social capital. First, we will explore the link between 
access to resources and psychological empowerment (i.e., relational perspective). Then 
we will explore how the characteristics of common social networks potentially provide 
access to those resources and thus account for variation in the level of psychological 
empowerment (i.e., structural perspective).
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Access to Resources and Psychological Empowerment
Access to resources is essential for employee empowerment. In particular, 

information, instrumental means, support, and opportunities to learn and grow are 
“power tools” that increase the power of an employee (Kanter, 1977). Information 
reflects, for example, knowledge about an organization’s mission, its performance, and 
its impact on the environment (Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Spreitzer, 1996). Instrumental 
means facilitate professional behavior and reflect, for example, funds and materials, 
but also time to engage in certain desired activities (Kanter, 1977). Support can be 
formal or informal. On the one hand, sociopolitical support is the formal endorsement 
or approval from management within the organization (Spreitzer, 1996). On the other 
hand, expressive social support, which is innately informal, leads a person to believe 
that he or she is valued and appreciated. In this way support acts as a buffer to deal 
with unwanted organizational contingencies (Cobb, 1976). While information, means, 
and support facilitate performance in the present, the fourth “power tool” focuses 
on performance in the future. Opportunities to learn and grow, such as training, 
challenging job tasks, and opportunities to show skill and expertise in the workplace, 
advance the future career prospects of an employee. Previous research on psychological 
empowerment has shown that the transfer of these resources to lower-level employees 
increases their level of psychological empowerment (e.g., Spreitzer, 1996). 

Instrumental means are traditionally the domain of the manager as funds and 
materials are hierarchically allocated throughout the organization. Not all resources are 
provided by the manager, however. Some of the resources are provided by others within 
the social network of the employee. For example, information comes from multiple 
sources. A high diversity of sources provides the employee with more information which 
helps an employee to make better-informed decisions (e.g., Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 
2003; Cross, Borgatti, & Parker, 2001). The social network is a source of resources, 
which affects attitudes and behavior. Following this reasoning we propose that the social 
network is a source of psychological empowerment as well. Information allows people 
to see the bigger picture and their role within the organization. This creates purpose 
and meaning, as people are increasingly able to make better sense of their environment 
(Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Conger & Kanungo, 1988). A productive social network limits 
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the dependency of the employee on others and increases the dependency of others on 
the employee (Astley & Sachdeva, 1984). This shift in social power dynamics provides 
the employee with a sense of self-determination. Feedback affects the perceptions of 
competence by the employee and thus the level of self-efficacy (Ashford et al., 2003; 
Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Gist, 1987). Being supported by managers, colleagues, and 
friends provides a sense of belonging and meaning in the workplace. 

Thus, access to resources through interpersonal relations within the social 
network of the employee affects the perceptions of meaning, impact, competence, and 
self-determination now and in the future.  Next we will discuss common structural 
characteristics of social networks that affect access to empowering resources. 
Specifically, the number, quality, density, and centrality of social relations.

Number of social relations and psychological empowerment. Like other 
forms of capital, social capital has the potential to contribute to performance, allowing 
one to achieve ends that would otherwise be impossible (Coleman, 1988). Logically, 
having more social relations leads to an increased number of resources. However, 
the effective management of a productive social network is a costly activity (Ahuja, 
Soda, & Zaheer, 2012; McFadyen & Cannella, 2004). It requires time, energy, and 
attention to develop and maintain a productive social network. Research of McFadyen 
and Cannella (2004) showed that the number of relations in a social network has an 
inverted U-shaped relation with knowledge creation. The extra costs of building and 
maintaining a social network cut into the amount of time and energy spent on primary 
work tasks and thus lead to diminishing returns to the employee. In general, we expect 
the relationship between the number of social relations and employee empowerment 
to be positive and curvilinear where the impact of the number of social relations on 
psychological empowerment flattens as the building and maintenance costs of additional 
social relations will grow.

Proposition 1

The quantity of social relations has a positive curvilinear relation 
with psychological empowerment. 
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Quality of social relations and psychological empowerment. The quality 
of the social relation determines the likelihood of resource transfer. Strong ties are 
necessary for the effective transfer of resources because strong ties establish a sense 
of trust (Krackhardt, 1992; Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Uzzi, 1997). This is especially 
important for the transfer of complex resources, where trust and mutual respect are 
essential. On the other hand, Granovetter (1973) demonstrated the value of weak ties 
in relation to finding new job opportunities. As an employee is not capable to develop 
a high-quality relation with everyone it is essential to invest time and energy in the 
right social relations. Relationships deepen as partners spend time together, changing 
weak relations into strong ones. Time spent together leads to norms and expectations 
improving the interpersonal relation and the likelihood of resource flow. In an enduring 
relationship partners have more opportunities and more motivation to exchange 
resources (Bouty, 2000). Therefore, we argue that the quality of social relations affects 
the level of psychological empowerment because it increases the access to resources. 
However, here we also expect a curvilinear relation because a strong tie leads to 
similarity between actors, resulting in comparable social networks and overlapping 
knowledge stocks (Coleman, 1988). This limits the value of the additional resources.

 
Proposition 2

The quality of social relations has a positive curvilinear relation 
with psychological empowerment.

Density of the social network and psychological empowerment. The 
structure of the social network, particularly the density of it, determines the diversity 
of resources available to the employee. With a similar amount of social relations, an 
employee with a high-density social network– that is, when others within the social 
network are also connected among themselves – may have access to a less diverse 
set of resources compared to an employee with a low-density social network. Two 
arguments – the structural hole and closure arguments – explain the effect of network 
density on professional behavior (Burt, 2000). 
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The structural hole argument emphasizes the value of having a less dense social 
network, rich in external relations (Burt, 1992). In case two contacts of an employee 
are connected, they are likely to have access to the same resources; therefore, it makes 
more sense to only connect with one of the two. By connecting to others who are 
not connected themselves, an employee has access to a more diverse set of resources. 
Communication is more frequent within than between groups. This makes it valuable 
to be connected to others outside the own group. 

On the other hand, the closure argument (Coleman, 1988, 1990) recognizes 
the benefits of having a more dense social network, suggesting that networks in which 
everyone is connected is a source of social capital. A dense social network is defined by 
strict norms where people are disciplined when they deviate from these norms. These 
strong relations secure the effective transfer of resources. The downside, however, is that 
the resources flowing through these dense social networks will eventually overlap and 
thereby diminish their additional value. In line with Burt (2000), we combine the two 
arguments and argue that an efficient social network consists of moderate density (cf. 
Hirst et al., 2015). In this way the employee takes the best of both worlds. Thus, density 
has a positive relation with psychological empowerment, but with growing density the 
additional resources most likely overlap and bring the employee decreasing value.

Proposition 3

The density of an employee’s social network has a positive 
curvilinear relation with psychological empowerment.

Centrality within the social network and psychological empowerment.  
Research on social networks has shown the importance of being in the right place at the 
right moment (Brass, 1984). The idea of centrality is implicit in any discussion about 
social networks. It is generally accepted that centrality is a property of an employee’s 
position within a social network (Freeman, 1979) in which a person benefits from this 
position in comparison with others. Hence, social network research has repeatedly 
linked centrality with access to resources and power (Brass, 1984, Brass & Burkhardt, 
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1993; Burkhardt & Brass, 1990). There are multiple ways in which employees can be 
central within a social network. For example, employees can receive resources from lots 
of others (indegree centrality); employees can be closely connected to others, which 
secures timely access to resources and provides the employee with options to seek 
out contact with alternative others (closeness centrality); employees can bridge two 
disconnected others and so control the flow of resources (betweenness centrality); and, 
employees can be connected to influential others, increasing the feasibility to achieve 
their targets (eigenvector centrality; e.g., Mehra, Kilduff, & Brass, 1998). 

To not deviate from the focus of our analysis, we do not elaborate on the 
specific distinctions between forms of centrality here but focus this discussion on the 
overall concept of centrality. A core feature of these multiple forms of social network 
centrality is that they capture the extent to which an individual’s social ties put the 
individual in a position of greater access to and control over resources than others. 
Centrality affects access to resources, the speed of access to those resources, and the 
relative power over others by controlling the flow of those resources, which improve the 
employee’s opportunities to attain organizational objectives and create impact within 
the organization. However, there are downsides to centrality. Being too central can 
result in information overload or being a bottleneck in organizational processes (e.g., 
Oldroyd & Morris, 2012). Therefore, we argue that having high centrality in a resource 
flow network has a positive relation with psychological empowerment, but in the end 
this relation is also curvilinear as it leads to diminishing marginal returns.

Proposition 4

Centrality in a resource flow network has a curvilinear relation 
with psychological empowerment.



40

Chapter 2

Employee Empowerment through Proactive Behaviors

Linking social networks and psychological empowerment provides a new 
perspective on increasing employee empowerment. One of the unresolved issues in 
empowerment theory is whether proactive employees are able to influence the socio-
structural characteristics of their work environment and thereby influence their level 
of empowerment (Spreitzer, 2008). Recent research of Li and colleagues (2014) has 
linked proactivity to changes in work characteristics. Also, social network research 
frequently argues that employees are able to influence their own social networks 
(Ahuja et al., 2012). It thus appears fruitful to explore the role of employee proactivity 
in the empowerment process. Employees do not passively experience organizational 
contingencies but proactively try to improve their work environment (Grant & Ashford, 
2008; Li et al., 2014; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). For example, Mehra et al. (2001) 
show that employees play an active role in the formation of brokerage structures within 
their social network. Also, when entering an organization, employees actively seek out 
instrumental, normative, and social information from others in order to make sense 
of the environment and to improve performance (Morrison, 1993). This proactive 
behavior affects the overall constellation of social relations and thus the structure of 
one’s own social network. We argue that employees are able to influence their own 
level of psychological empowerment through proactive behavior.

Proactive behavior usually takes two forms (Grant & Ashford, 2008). The 
first one targets existing relations in order to extract more resources by investing more 
or less in those existing relations. This is known as feedback seeking behavior. It 
reflects deliberate behavior aimed at monitoring the social environment for relevant 
information and evaluations. It is present-focused and directed at having an impact, 
for example improving performance or increasing one’s self-perception (Grant & 
Ashford, 2008). Feedback seeking behavior can be focused on others within the own 
organization, for example by intentionally seeking out a supervisor or co-worker with 
a specific question (Ashforth & Black, 1996). Feedback seeking can also take place 
beyond the traditional organizational boundaries when it entails the active investment 
in relationships with others with access to relevant information, for example through 
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involvement in organizational communities of practice (e.g., Kirkman et al., 2011). 
So, through proactive behavior an employee gains access to more information and 
feedback to improve the overall level of psychological empowerment. 

The second form of proactive behavior, social network building behavior, is 
future-focused. It targets the structure of the social network and the opportunities and 
constraints encountered by the employee. For example, by initiating new productive 
relations and/or ending old unproductive relations. Social network building behavior 
can take place within the organization, for example by initiating meetings to build 
relationships with new co-workers (Morrison, 1993, 2002). Social network building 
behavior can also be directed at others outside the organization, for example by forming 
and seeking out relationships with knowledgeable experts outside the organization 
(Ashford & Black, 1996). Social network building behavior affects the structure of 
the social network and the overall position of the employee within the social network. 
These changes affect the potential access and control over relevant resources. This 
helps the employee to achieve his or her targets. Combined, the two forms of proactive 
behavior positively affect the level of psychological empowerment as they alter and 
utilize the network characteristics associated with access and control over relevant 
resources. This implies that employees are able to empower themselves by deliberately 
targeting their social networks.

Proposition 5

Proactive behavior has a positive relation with psychological 
empowerment that is mediated by the social network of the 
individual in terms of quantity, quality, density, and centrality.

The Reciprocal Proactive Behavior - Empowerment Relationship over Time
Linking proactive behavior to psychological empowerment gives rise to the 

question of how the relationship between psychological empowerment and proactive 
behavior develops over time. The prevailing empowerment literature mainly considers 
proactivity an important consequence of psychological empowerment (Kirkman & 
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Rosen, 1999; Seibert et al., 2011). However, a close examination of the empowerment 
literature shows that this is mostly based on cross-sectional studies and correlational 
evidence thereby limiting strong causal interferences (Maynard et al., 2012; Seibert 
et al., 2011). Alternative relations have not yet been explored (Spreitzer, 2008). In 
the previous section, we argued that the relation could very well be the other way 
around. This suggests that proactive behavior and psychological empowerment 
mutually reinforce each other over time. As empowered employees are more proactive 
and proactive employees are more empowered over time, this creates a reinforcing 
feedback loop.

Recent research of Maynard et al. (2014) showed the reinforcing relation between 
performance and psychological empowerment. This suggests that empowerment is not 
a simple process but takes the form of a complex emergent state. In line with this 
reasoning, we expect that proactive behavior and psychological empowerment mutually 
influence each other over time. Either triggered by initial empowerment or proactivity, 
proactive behavior and psychological empowerment create a self-sustaining feedback 
relationship. Proactive behavior results in positive changes in the social network of the 
employee, leading to higher levels of psychological empowerment and subsequently 
to more proactive behavior. This is likely to be a process with diminishing returns, 
however. Initial changes in proactive behavior and empowerment may result in 
substantive changes in empowerment and proactive behavior respectively, but as the 
employee becomes more empowered and the employee’s network more developed 
and utilized there is increasingly less gained by further empowerment and proactive 
behavior. This leads to the following proposition.

Proposition 6

Proactive behavior and psychological empowerment have a 
mutually reinforcing relationship.
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Creating an Empowering Workforce by Increasing Proactive Behavior
In this paper we have linked social networks to psychological empowerment 

and subsequently argued that employees are able to empower themselves by proactively 
shaping their social networks. The main practical implication of this theoretical 
contribution is that it opens up new ways to increase the level of employee empowerment 
within contemporary organizations by stimulating proactive behavior of the employee. 
This raises the question of which factors stimulate proactive behavior. In the following we 
discuss three important predictors of employee proactive behavior: employee personality, 
leadership, and the coworker environment in which the employee is embedded. 

The merits of a proactive personality. Some people are innately more proactive 
than others. Empowerment theory emphasizes the value of individual characteristics in 
the stimulation of psychological empowerment. For example, positive self-evaluation 
traits have been linked to psychological empowerment. Employees with these traits 
seek out challenging tasks, tend to develop more positive attitudes towards their work, 
and pursue more intrinsically motivated goals. As such, they are more likely to develop 
feelings of psychological empowerment (Seibert et al., 2011; Thomas & Velthouse, 
1990). The relationship between proactive personality, proactive behavior, and work 
characteristics is one frequently studied in organization and management sciences (e.g., 
Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006). A proactive personality is defined as a personality 
that is relatively unconstrained by situational forces, and effects environmental change 
(Bateman & Crant, 1993: 105). Proactive personality is a trait and differs from the 
behavioral construct, which is more future-focused (Grant & Ashford, 2008). They are 
associated (Tornau & Frese, 2013); a proactive personality predicts different forms of 
proactive behavior (Parker & Collins, 2010) such as proactive problem solving (Parker et 
al., 2006), career advancement (Seibert et al., 1999), and entrepreneurship (Crant, 1996). 
As a personality is quite stable over time, employees with these traits are more likely to 
exhibit proactive behavior, and we can expect this also holds for proactive behavior. 
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Proposition 7

Proactive personality is positively related to proactive behavior, 
and thus indirectly affects the individual’s social network and 
psychological empowerment. 

The changing role of management in the empowerment process. Traditionally, 
the manager has been considered the main factor in the development of employee 
empowerment. At the dawn of empowerment theory, Kanter (1977) argued that 
organizational characteristics determined the level of employee empowerment. As 
formal organizational design is the prerogative of management, empowerment theory 
has mainly focused on the vertical hierarchical transfer of power and resources. Since 
then, empowerment research has identified multiple forms of leader empowerment 
behaviors relevant for the empowerment of the employee, including participative 
decision making, skill-based pay, open flow of information, flat organizational 
structures, and employee training (Lawler, 1986, Spreitzer, 1996, 2008). Multiple 
endeavors were undertaken to capture the essence of leader empowerment behavior 
in a clear measurement scale (e.g., Ahearne et al., 2005; Arnold, Arad, Rhoades, & 
Drasgow, 2000; Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Konczak, Stelly, & Trusty, 2000). Taking 
everything into account, all these managerial empowerment behaviors centered around 
the formal and hierarchical transfer of power and resources from manager to employee.

This relational characteristic of employee empowerment – that is, the transfer 
of resources between individuals (Conger & Kanungo, 1988) – has thus been interpreted 
from a managerial perspective. However, even in the early days of empowerment 
research, Kanter (1977) emphasized the value of informal networks, alliances, and 
peers in the development of employee empowerment. This interpretation has been 
notably absent in empowerment theory. In this paper we have included this role of 
the informal contemporary organization (i.e., social networks) in the empowerment 
process. This has always been a blind spot in empowerment research and practice, but 
this has become even more pressing when employees were stimulated and given the 
autonomy to develop valuable social relations with whoever is relevant for the task at 
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hand (Mills & Ungson, 2003). The informal organization and social networks are crucial 
for contemporary performance and, like stated above, also crucial for the development 
of employee empowerment. This significantly changes the role of management in the 
empowerment process. Contemporary managers should focus not only on formal work 
characteristics or leader empowerment behavior but on the empowering potential of 
informal organizational structures and the proactive employee. 

This is especially important as the proactive building of empowering social 
networks does not come naturally to people. Research on social identity and self-
categorization theory has shown that employees are inclined to form suboptimal social 
relations as they tend to connect with similar others (‘homophily’; McPherson, Smith-
Lovin, & Cook, 2001; Rogers & Bhowmik, 1971). More specifically, in organizational 
settings, social identity and social-categorization processes underlie the preference to 
work with people sharing the same group membership. This induces intergroup biases, 
inhibiting effective collaboration and information exchange with others outside of the 
own group (Hogg & Terry, 2000). In this way, they miss the opportunity to form new 
valuable relations providing access to different information, knowledge, and resources. 
Due to these tendencies the manager may play a crucial part in the development of 
empowering social networks by employees. 

To capture this changing role of management in the empowerment process 
we argue that it is critical for managers to stimulate and facilitate employees to build 
empowering social networks. This constitutes an important shift in emphasis in that 
the focus is not on leadership to directly empower employees through the transfer 
of power, but on leadership to coach employees to empower themselves through 
proactive behavior. We capture this notion in a new concept we propose – network 
leadership. We define network leadership as stimulating and coaching employees to 
proactively build social networks that give them access to resources. This concept 
differs from earlier empirical and conceptual works aimed at linking the leadership 
process to social networks (e.g., Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005; Carter, DeChurch, Braun, 
& Contractor, 2015). Network leadership mainly emphasizes the important task of the 
manager to stimulate the development of strong social networks rich in social capital 
by employees. This includes direct verbal encouragement to build such networks, but 
also sharing knowledge about the social environment – which would be good to build 
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relationships with and for what purpose – and about how to build ties. Such network 
leadership could be stimulated against the backdrop of empowering leadership more 
generally (i.e., stimulating and coaching employee self-management). Its specific focus 
on network building should have unique value-added above and beyond the broader 
and not network-focused notion of empowering leadership. Put differently, network 
leadership would be a more focused and more effective way of stimulating proactive 
network building than empowering leadership per se. 

Proposition 8

Network leadership is positively related to proactive behavior, 
and thus indirectly affects the individual’s social network and 
psychological empowerment. 

The contagious nature of a proactive work environment. Employees do 
not form attitudes in isolation. People collectively make sense of their environment 
(Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978; Weick, 1979). This idea is central in social network 
research, but has remained implicit in work on employee empowerment. Kirkman and 
Rosen (1999) introduced empowerment as a team-level construct, based on the work 
of Thomas and Velthouse (1990). Seibert et al. (2004) took empowerment to the next 
level and conceptualized empowerment as a “climate” construct, where employees 
shared similar perceptions with regard to managerial structures, policies and practices. 
Kirkman et al. (2011) focused on organizational communities of practice and the 
process of mutual sense-making between people working on the same topic under the 
heading of “community empowerment.” These notions all focus on the fact that people 
develop shared beliefs and similar attitudes through social interactions. 

Where social capital accounts for differences in performance and variation 
in the development of attitudes, social network research centering around social 
influence emphasizes the development of similar cognitions (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). 
Ties between employees serve as conduits for social influence. Actors are mutually 
influencing and informing each other in a process that creates homogeneity within a 
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group. These notions have been captured in work on emergent states in teams (Morgeson 
& Hofmann, 1999) and team climate (Schneider, Ehrhart, & Macey, 2013). They have 
in common the idea that over time groups of people may converge on an understanding 
of what is appropriate and desirable behavior. We propose that proactive behavior is 
no exception, and that proactive behavior expressed by others can be contagious. That 
is, we argue that employees develop more similar levels of proactive behavior (and 
by implication psychological empowerment) over time. From the perspective of the 
proactive behavior of an individual employee then, the implication of this proposition 
is that an individual will engage in more proactive behavior the more others in the 
social network of the individual engage in proactive behavior. 

Proposition 9

Proactive behavior of others in the individual’s social network is 
positively related to proactive behavior, and thus indirectly affects 
the individual’s social network and psychological empowerment.

What Is Empowerment?

The starting point of the current theoretical contribution is the observation that 
empowerment theory has not yet adjusted to the reality of contemporary organizations. 
Since Kanter (1977) introduced the concept of employee empowerment in her seminal 
work Men and Women of the Corporation, organizations and the nature of work have 
changed dramatically, requiring us to recalibrate current work design theories (Grant & 
Parker, 2009). Although empowerment research and practices have helped to create this 
new reality, where employees are highly connected to social networks, this new reality 
has not yet been integrated into empowerment theory. The main theoretical contribution 
of this paper is, therefore, to propose a new perspective on employee empowerment 
in contemporary organizations by including up-to-date proactive and relational 
perspectives into empowerment theory. In the end, we come to the conclusion that there 
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is a need to reassess our understanding of employee empowerment in contemporary 
organizations.

Specifically, we expand on the two main perspectives of empowerment. The 
first perspective (structural empowerment) is the early work of empowerment research 
within organizations, which considered empowerment a mainly managerial and relation 
activity where empowerment means “to empower”: to transfer power, resources, and 
decision-making prerogatives to lower echelons of the organization. In the second 
perspective (psychological empowerment), empowerment is considered a cognitive 
and motivational state of employees, where empowerment means “to feel empowered”. 
These two perspectives on empowerment combined form a process where managerial 
actions lead to employee reactions, and empowerment research has repeatedly linked 
this process to positive outcomes for organizations and employees (Maynard et al., 
2012; Seibert et al., 2011; Spreitzer, 2008). 

All things considered, we come to the conclusion that employee empowerment 
is not a linear process but a much more complex trajectory where multiple factors 
come into play, including employee proactivity and employee social networks. The 
employee is at the core of this process, which better fits the reality of contemporary 
organizations where employees increasingly and proactively operate in social networks 
that often surpass formal organizational boundaries. This automatically makes employee 
empowerment within contemporary organizations a shared responsibility between 
manager and employee. They share the responsibility of developing an empowering 
work environment – encompassing both the formal and informal organization – 
which provides ample opportunities for professional behavior and development, and 
subsequently maximizes organizational performance and employee well-being.  

In addition, this understanding of employee empowerment better fits the idea 
behind employee empowerment. Traditionally, employee empowerment has been 
regarded as a process where managerial actions influence employee reactions. This 
has created the irony of emphasizing employee proactivity and self-leadership while 
at the same time suggesting that this is a state that needs to be induced in employees 
by management – employees presumably had no agency in the creation of their own 
agency. Whereas employee empowerment is about leveling the playing field between 
manager and employee, the solutions to arrive at this state was unbalanced towards the 
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side of management. By proposing a more balanced understanding of the empowerment 
process, we do not argue against structural empowerment and empowering leadership 
but argue that this can and should be counterbalanced by, and complemented with, 
employee agency in self-empowerment, specifically through his or her own social 
network.

Conclusion
We provided a renewed look at employee empowerment in contemporary 

organizations. Obviously, future research is necessary to put our theoretical analysis 
to empirical tests, but the current analysis makes an important first step in proposing 
additional theory that constitutes a way forward in developing our understanding of 
employee empowerment and employees’ agency in the empowerment process. Over the 
last decades, employee empowerment has been an indispensable means for enhancing 
organizational performance and employee well-being. Therefore, adjusting employee 
empowerment to the new reality of modern network-based organizations is crucial in 
preserving the value of employee empowerment as a concept for management research 
and science for the decades to come.
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Abstract

Psychological empowerment is recognized as a key driver of employee 
performance, creativity and innovation. As work processes are changing and employees 
increasingly operate in different dynamic social networks, we propose that one’s social 
capital – defined as the potential benefits that accrue to an employee as a result his or 
social network connections – has a positive relation with the level of psychological 
empowerment. Using a sample of 1919 Dutch public service workers, we integrate the 
two main perspectives on social capital (i.e. relational and structural) into empowerment 
theory. First, we demonstrate that social relations within a social network – within and 
outside one’s own team and boundary-spanning social relations – contribute to the level 
of psychological empowerment by providing access to information, means, support, 
and opportunities to learn and grow. Second, we demonstrate that the structure of a 
social network – that is, the specific distribution of internal and external social relations 
within one’s network – also adds to the level of employee psychological empowerment. 
All in all, this study shows the merits of social capital theory for both empowerment 
theory and practice, as it provides new ways to further understand and stimulate 
employee empowerment within today’s network-based organizations.
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Employee psychological empowerment reflects an individual’s cognitive 
assessment of the work environment (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer, 1995; 
Thomas & Velthouse, 1990), and is associated with multiple positive consequences 
like job performance, job satisfaction, organizational commitment (Maynard, Gilson, 
& Mathieu, 2012; Seibert, Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 2008), creativity 
(Zhang & Bartol, 2010), absorptive capacity (Ebers & Maurer, 2014), and innovation 
(Burpitt & Bigoness, 1997). Due to these merits, scholars and practitioners in the field 
of management and organizational psychology have been highly motivated to identify 
antecedents of employee psychological empowerment within an organizational context. 
In this pursuit, psychological empowerment has been linked, for example, to high-
performance managerial practices (Lawler, Mohrman, & Ledford, 1998), socio-political 
support (Spreitzer, 1996), leadership (Ahearne, Mathieu, & Rapp, 2005), and work-
design characteristics (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). Central to all this research is the 
assumption that power and resources are primarily controlled by management before it 
is hierarchically distributed throughout the organization. Consequently, the main focus 
in empowerment research and practice has been on the relation between the manager 
and employee itself and on the transfer of resources from manager to employee. 

However, contemporary employees operate in social networks that increasingly 
span traditional organizational boundaries (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Cross & 
Cummings, 2004; Hargadon, 2002), and engage in a wide variety of social relations 
in order to get access to the resources they need in order to attain their objectives 
(Mills & Ungson, 2003). Nowadays employees often work for multiple managers, in 
multiple teams, or within expertise-centered organizational communities of practices 
(e.g. Kirkman, Mathieu, Cordery, Rosen, & Kukenberger, 2011; O’Leary, Mortenson, 
& Wooley, 2011). This makes it insufficient to solely look at managerial actions or 
the formal organizational design as the main predictors of employee psychological 
empowerment. Although the relevance of informal social networks for employee 
empowerment has been recognized before (e.g. Kanter, 1977; Spreitzer, 1995), until 
now social network theory has not yet been adequately integrated into empowerment 
theory. As work is increasingly done within these social networks, the main question 
that needs to be answered is: how are the social network of an employee and his or her 
level of psychological empowerment related?
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To answer this question, we use the concept of social capital, that is defined as 
the potential benefits that accrue to an individual as the result of his or her social network 
connections (Kilduff & Brass, 2010, p. 357). By using a sample of 1919 Dutch public 
service workers, we answer the aforementioned question by showing that the amount 
of social capital embedded within the social network of an employee is positively 
related to the level of psychological empowerment. First, following Lin’s relational 
perspective on social capital (2001), we examine and demonstrate that all social 
relations of an employee potentially contribute to the level of employee psychological 
empowerment by providing access to information, means, support, and opportunities 
to learn and grow. Second, following Burt’s (2000) structural perspective on social 
capital, we also test and demonstrate that the social network structure (more precisely 
the specific distribution of internal and external social relations) is related to employee 
psychological empowerment as it provides additional advantages to the employee. All 
in all, this study shows the relation between an employee’s social network – structurally 
and relationally – and employee psychological empowerment. This helps us to better 
understand the workings of employee psychological empowerment within today’s 
network-based organizations.

In this paper we first discuss relevant theory regarding the connection between 
psychological empowerment and (the structure of) social networks followed by two 
broadly phrased hypotheses. Next, we present the operationalization of key concepts 
and provide some descriptives before the main results are presented. We complete this 
paper by presenting the main conclusions and by discussing some limitations and future 
directions for research.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Employee psychological empowerment is a motivational construct defined 
as “an employee’s intrinsic task motivation reflecting a sense of control in relation 
to one’s work and an active orientation to one’s work role that is manifested in four 
cognitions: meaning, self-determination, competence, and impact” (Spreitzer, 1995, p. 
1443; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). This means that an employee is empowered when: 
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a) there is an alignment between the requirements of the job and the norms and values 
of the employee, b) the employee experiences a sense of autonomy, c) the employee 
feels competent enough to successfully do his or her job, and d) the employee believes 
that his or her efforts have a significant impact on the course of the organization. 
In other words, an employee with a high level of psychological empowerment has 
developed positive perceptions of his or her work, his or her work environment, and 
his or her ability to successfully fulfill the requirements of the job. This in turn, leads 
to a proactive orientation, which positively affects a wide range of positive outcomes 
for the organization and the employees (Maynard et al., 2012; Seibert et al., 2011; 
Spreitzer, 2008) including absorptive capacity (Ebers & Maurer, 2014), creativity 
(Zhang & Bartol, 2010), and innovation performance (Burpitt & Bigoness, 1997; Si & 
Wei, 2012).

In order to feel psychologically empowered it is crucial for employees to have 
access to the resources necessary for attaining their objectives. Especially, access to 
information, means, support and opportunities to learn and grow are considered key for 
employee empowerment (Kanter, 1977; Spreitzer, 1996). The hierarchical transfer of 
those resources towards the employee has been described in the empowerment literature 
as structural empowerment (e.g. Wall, Cordery, & Clegg, 2002) and although Kanter 
(1977) already highlighted the value of informal alliances and peers in the development 
of employee empowerment, empowerment research has predominantly focused on this 
hierarchical transfer of resources from manager to employee (e.g. Ahearne et al., 2006; 
Konczak, Stelly, & Trusty, 2000; Arnold, Arad, Rhodes, & Drasgow, 2000). However, 
the notion that the resources necessary for employee empowerment are provided only 
by the direct manager of the employee has become increasingly obsolete.

Contemporary organizations are increasingly seen as a complex interaction 
between the social networks of employees. The central idea behind this representation 
is that an employee’s repeated interactions build a social network in which the 
employee is structurally embedded. This embeddedness in turn positively or negatively 
affects professional attitudes and behavior (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass, & Labianca, 2009; 
Kilduff & Brass, 2010). Decades of social network research have demonstrated that 
(structure of) the social network of the employee potentially provides access to relevant 
resources (e.g. Cross & Cummings, 2004). For example, Seibert and colleagues (2001) 
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linked access to information, instrumental resources, and career sponsorship to more 
career success. In line with this reasoning, we argue that employee psychological 
empowerment not only depends on formal managerial actions or formal organizational 
design, but increasingly also depends on the opportunities and constraints embedded 
within the social network of the employee. 

The value of a social network is often referred to as social capital or network 
advantage (Burt, Kilduff, & Tasselli, 2013; Kilduff & Brass, 2010). Two explanatory 
perspectives on social capital repeatedly emerge in the literature: the relational 
perspective and the structural perspective (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). The relational 
perspective primarily highlights the value of having access to the resources controlled 
by social network connections (e.g. Lin, 2001); an employee benefits if others within the 
social network provide him or her with access to resources that are helpful for achieving 
his or her objectives. The structural perspective, on the other hand, emphasizes the 
potential value of the structural configuration of an employee’s social network (e.g. 
Burt, 2000); it is the structure of the social network that provides advantage to the 
employee. For example, as resources flowing within cohesive groups tend to be similar, 
being connected to others who are not connected among themselves secures more 
diversity in the resources available to the employee (e.g. Reagans & McEvily, 2003). 
In this paper we will explore both perspectives on social capital and link them to levels 
of employee psychological empowerment.

The Relation between Social Resources and Psychological Empowerment
The notion that social relations are valuable for an employee because they 

potentially provide access to relevant resources is central in Lin’s social resources 
theory (2001). Someone who provides useful information, gives advice about career 
development opportunities, or provides support, for example, is considered to be a 
social resource to an employee. Parallel, this transfer of resources is central in the 
original interpretation of employee empowerment (e.g. Conger & Kanungo, 1988), 
which stated that psychological empowerment develops via the hierarchical supply 
of resources from management to employees. By providing access to resources 
the manager enabled his or her employees to autonomously and successfully do 
their work (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). For example, by providing socio-political 
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support, participative decision making, skill-based pay, open flow of information, flat 
organizational structures, and employee training (Spreitzer, 1996, 2008; Lawler, 1986), 
employees were stimulated to develop and fulfill their full potential and perform at 
their best. In this relational interpretation of employee empowerment the manager has 
been considered the main social resource of the employee.

 Employees, however, interact with a wide variety of others besides their 
managers in order to gain access to the resources they need for performance (Forrester, 
2000; Mills & Ungson, 2003). In this pursuit they collaborate with colleagues working 
in other parts of the organization, or with boundary-spanning social relations like 
clients, suppliers or even friends and family (Forrester, 2000). Although the interaction 
of an employee with others within the organization has been described in more detail 
in the concepts of team empowerment (e.g. Kirkman & Rosen, 1999), empowerment 
climate (e.g. Seibert, Silver, & Randolph, 2004), or organizational communities of 
practice (Kirkman et al., 2011), these concepts focus more on sense-making and less on 
the merits of having access to the resources controlled by others. In this study we argue 
that all social relations potentially affect the level of psychological empowerment by 
providing access to resources essential for performance. 

As empowerment research has repeatedly demonstrated the importance 
of access to information, means, and opportunities to learn and grow for employee 
empowerment (Kanter, 1977; Spreitzer, 1996), we propose that all social network 
relations potentially affect the level of employee psychological empowerment by 
providing access to the aforementioned empowering resources. Having access to 
information helps employees to make better choices at work (e.g. Cross, Borgatti, 
& Parker, 2001; Ashford, Blatt, & Vande Walle, 2003). This information also helps 
employees to develop a better understanding of the purpose and meaning of their work 
(Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Conger & Kanungo, 1988). Having multiple social resources 
limits the dependency on others and thus increases a sense of self-determination by the 
employee (Astley & Sachdeva, 1984). Positive feedback affects feelings of competence 
and subsequently the experienced level of self-efficacy (Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Gist 
& Mitchell, 1992; Ashford et al., 2003). Being supported by others provides a sense 
of belonging and meaning in the workplace. In sum, we argue that maintaining social 
relations influences an employee’s perception of meaning, impact, competence, and 
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self-determination and as a result their level of psychological empowerment. This leads 
to the first general hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1

Access to resources of others is positively related to employee 
psychological empowerment. 

The Relation between Social Network Structure and Psychological 
Empowerment

Where the relational perspective on social capital by Lin (2001) emphasizes 
the value of the resources flowing through the social network, the structural perspective 
on social capital predominantly focuses on social network structure and the advantage 
of specific social network configurations over others (e.g. Coleman 1988, 1990). A 
frequently made distinction in order to classify different network structures is the 
distribution of internal and external social relations (Burt, 2000; Oh, Labianca, & 
Chung, 2006). Internal relations are connections between people who share the same 
group membership, for example the direct manager who work within the same team 
as the employee. External relations are connections with people from outside one’s 
own group, for example colleagues working in other teams or departments (but still 
within the same organization), or boundary-spanning social relations like suppliers, 
practical and scientific experts (i.e. experts in the field), and even friends or family. The 
specific distribution of internal and external social relations has been frequently used to 
describe different social network archetypes (e.g. Burt, 2000; Oh et al., 2006).

Two arguments are frequently mentioned in the social network literature when 
it comes to describing the merits of a particular social network structure: the closure 
argument (e.g. Coleman, 1988, 1990) and the structural holes argument (e.g. Burt 1992, 
1997). The closure argument highlights the advantage of a cohesive social network, in 
which everyone, or almost everyone, is connected to each other. Within such a cohesive 
social network people experience social norms and tend to behave in line with these 
norms (e.g. Barker, 1993). This stimulates the exchange of resources within a group 
and consequently leads to increased access to the resources controlled by those others 
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within the group. In other words, the closure argument underlines the value of having a 
social network with predominantly internal social relations. 

Burt (1992, 1997), in turn, proposed the structural holes argument, which 
underlines the value of structural holes and the merits of having ample external social 
relations in one’s social network. A structural hole exists when others within the social 
network of the employee are not connected among themselves – referred to as redundancy 
by social cohesion - and are not connected to third others within the network – referred 
to as redundancy by structural equivalence. Burt considered this to be valuable because 
this provides access to a more diverse set of resources. The idea of structural holes is 
in line with Granovetter’s study – probably the most famous network study ever – in 
which he proposes the “strength of weak ties” theory (1973, 1983), which emphasizes 
the merits of having weak ties that provide access to unique information and additional 
resources from others outside one’s own group.  The outcomes and predictions of both 
theories – Burt’s structural holes argument and Granovetter’s strength of weak ties 
argument – are similar, the theoretical underlying mechanisms differ, however. Never 
mind the theoretical differences, both Granovetter and Burt cultivate a social network in 
which (some of) the social relations are not connected among themselves. Furthermore, 
this kind of structure has merits as the focal person has the opportunity to control the 
flow of resources between different groups, thereby increasing the dependency of others 
on the employee while diminishing the dependency of the employee on others (Cook & 
Emerson, 1978; Brass, 1984; Brass & Burkhardt, 1993). So, where Coleman underlined 
the importance of social cohesion, Burt emphasized the importance of structural holes 
and of a social network with ample external social relations. 

Combining the closure and structural holes argument, Burt (2000) presented 
a general model of social capital and argued that the best social network in relation to 
the performance of an employee consists of an optimal mix of internal and external 
social relations. This model combines the best of both worlds as it secures good internal 
alignment and cooperation, as well as diversity in the available resources, and more 
brokerage opportunities for the employee (e.g. Oh et al., 2006; Reagans, Zuckerman, 
& McEvily, 2004). Although the optimal distribution between internal and external 
relations largely depends on the context, we argue that, in general, a social network 
with both internal and external relations provides more advantage than a network with 
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either only internal social relations or only external social relations. Both internal and 
external relations have their merits, but a social network with only internal relations 
misses access to relevant resources outside the own group whereas a social network 
with only external relations dismisses opportunities to create impact at work using 
otherwise not available resources. This suggests that the relationship between the 
distribution of internal and external social relations and psychological empowerment is 
curvilinear. More precisely we argue that both internal relations and external relations 
have a positive relationship with employee psychological empowerment till a certain 
cut off point from where the relationship becomes negative; there are too many internal 
relations compared to the number of external relations or vice versa. This leads to the 
second general hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2

The distribution of internal and external relations giving  
access to information, means, support or offered opportunities  
is curvilinear related to psychological empowerment. 

Method

Procedures and Participants
Our study was part of a survey initiated by the Government of the Netherlands. 

Respondents were drawn from a national panel of employees designed to be 
representative of employees of the Government of the Netherlands. Respondents varied 
from police officers to elementary school teachers, executive workers of the Ministry of 
Waterways and Public Works to magistrates and everything in between. In total 1,919 
respondents participated in this study. Among them 34% were female, their average age 
was 52.05 years (SD = 8.82 years), and most of them received higher education (4% had 
a Ph.D., 30% had a university degree, 37% had finished higher vocational education, 
24% had finished middle vocational education or pre-university education, and 5% had 
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a lower education). In the remainder of this section we describe the operationalization 
of the dependent variable (psychological empowerment), the control variables, and the 
network constructs. Following that we present some descriptives, after which we discuss 
the main results and test our hypotheses.

Measures
Psychological empowerment. We measured psychological empowerment using 

the 12-item instrument by Spreitzer (1995) assessing the four aspects of empowerment. 
Meaning (e.g. “The work I do is very important to me”); competence (e.g. “I am confident 
about my ability to do my job”); self-determination (e.g. “I have significantly autonomy 
in determining how I do my job”); and impact (e.g. “My impact on what happens in my 
group is high”). The resulting scale is reliable (Cronbach’s α = .86).

Social capital. Since social capital research lacks standardized context-
independent measurement instruments, we developed a context-specific resource 
generator in order to measure both social resources and social network structure, thereby 
utilizing the general ideas regarding the conceptualization and operationalization of the 
resource generator put forward by Van der Gaag and Snijders (2005). Notably, social 
resources and social network structure are intertwined by definition. In this research we 
aim to demonstrate that psychological empowerment can be explained by a relational 
perspective on social capital (Lin, 2001) as well as by a structural perspective on social 
capital (Burt, 2001); in this study we do not aim to demonstrate the unique contribution 
of each perspective to employee psychological empowerment.

Social resources. We distinguished four types of social resources and five 
potential sources to provide access to these resources. Following Kanter (1977) we 
distinguished four relevant social resources – i.e. information (in general), means (like 
time and budget), support (like informal approval and encouragement), and offered 
opportunities to learn and grow – needed for an optimal performance at work. Based on 
Gittel and Douglas (2012) and Weick (1979) we aimed for a selection of social sources 
that potentially provide access to resources covering hierarchical layers and resources 
from inside and outside the group and the organization. That is: 1) direct management 
within one’s own group because classic empowerment theory predicts that especially 
one’s manager has the capacity to empower an employee; 2) colleagues outside one’s 



63

Employee Psychological Empowerment through Social Networks

own group but within the organization because one’s network also reaches outside one’s 
own group;1 and 3) boundary-spanning social relations outside the organization. We 
distinguished three types: 3a) experts in the field and 3b) clients and civilians refer to 
external weak ties; 3c) friends and family refer to external strong ties. 

To measure the impact of social sources, we asked respondents to indicate 
the percentage of social resources that came through sources within their department, 
outside their department but within the organization, and outside the organization. To 
avoid singularity caused by the trade of respondents had to make, we only took the 
most important sources from the three clusters (i.e. within the department, outside the 
department but within the organization, outside the organization). Eventually, we ended 
with the extent to which the received amount of social resources came available through 
managers from one’s own group, from colleagues from another group, and from contacts 
outside the organization (i.e. experts, clients, friends, and family). Per source, answers 
ranged from null to 100%. Null means that no social resources that might lead to a 
better performance at work came available through this specific social source, whereas 
100% means that all social resources that might lead to a better performance at work 
came available through this specific social source. For the analysis we took the mean 
percentage of all four social resources per source (see also the discussion section), i.e. all 
social resources from 1) direct management (from 0% to 100%); 2) colleagues outside 
one’s group but within the organization (from 0% to 100%); boundary-spanning social 
relations outside the organization: 3a) experts in the field (from 0% to 100%); 3b) clients 
and civilians (from 0%  to 100%); and 3c) friends and family (from 0%  to 100%).

Social network structure. For the social network structure, we focused on the 
distinction between internal versus external relations. We asked employees to indicate 
how much of the four social resources they received from either people within or people 
outside their group. More specifically, we asked respondents to describe the structure of 
their social network by indicating the percentage of information, means, support, and 
opportunities they had received from people within their group – the internal sources 
(Cronbach’s α = .79). The remaining percentage was assigned to people from outside 
their own group – the external resources. 

1  Some might even have a larger network outside than inside one’s own group, for instance because one used to work 
there.
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Control variables. To control for the influence of demographic variables, we 
included gender (coded as male = 0/female = 1), age (in years), level of education (coded 
ordinal from the lowest to the highest level of received education, i.e. 1 = elementary 
school to 8 = Ph.D.), and management function (yes = 1, no = 0).

Confirmatory factor analyses. Initial inspection of the measures of sampling 
adequacy indicated that our data was suitable for factor analysis (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
= .79; Bartlett’s test of sphericity p < .001). In order show the distinctiveness of our 
constructs we conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using EQS 6.4 for Windows 
(Bentler & Wu, 2018) on the items of the variables of our first model, i.e. psychological 
empowerment (second-order factor) and the social resources: that is, information, 
means, support, and opportunities from 1) direct management; 2) colleagues outside the 
own group but within the organization; and boundary-spanning social relations outside 
the organization: 3) experts in the field; 4) clients and civilians; 5) friends/family. The 
results of this CFA yielded satisfactorily fit indexes (χ2 = 2602.68 df = 445, p < .001, NFI 
= .90, NNFI = .91, CFI = .92, GFI = .92; SRMR = .045; RMSEA = .050) and supported 
the distinctiveness of our constructs. Next, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) on the items of the variables of our second model, i.e. psychological empowerment 
and social network structure: information, means, social support, and opportunities to 
learn and grow from within the group or from outside the group. Taking into account 
the multidimensionality of psychological empowerment and the four measures we used 
to measure social network structure, we treated both psychological empowerment and 
social network structure as second-order factors. Again, the results of this CFA yielded 
satisfactorily fit indexes (χ2 = 377.145 df = 99, p < .001, NFI = .98, NNFI = .98, CFI 
= .98, GFI = .98; SRMR = .037; RMSEA = .038) and supported the distinctiveness of 
psychological empowerment and social network structure.

Results

The descriptive statistics and correlations for the study variables are displayed in 
Table 1. The results show that psychological empowerment is not statistically significant 
related to three out of four control variables, i.e. gender, age, and level of education, 
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whereas it is related to management function: those who possess a management function 
are more empowered than those who do not (r = .24, p < .01). In addition, the percentages 
of social resources as a result of social sources are displayed in Table 2. These percentages 
contest the classical empowerment theory notion that it is mainly one’s direct manager 
as the sole conduit to psychologically empower people; our results show that there are 
multiple sources that provide assistance in the empowerment process.

Hypothesis Tests
Test of hypothesis 1. Table 3 shows that having relations with people from 

whom you could profit matters. This, however, doesn’t hold for all categories and to 
the same degree. The higher the percentage of resources received by one’s manager, 
the more one is psychologically empowered (b =.11, p < .01): This is what classical 
psychological empowerment theory predicts: power and resources are primarily 
controlled by management before they are spread over the organizational members 
lower in the hierarchy. The results, however, also show that it’s not one’s manager alone 
that provides the employee with resources; rather, resources can be found all over one’s 
network. Moreover, the percentage of resources received from colleagues from outside 
the group (b = .06, p < .05) and relations with experts in the field that are not affiliated 
with one’s own organization (b = .14, p < .01) provide the employee with resources that 
makes him of her more psychologically empowered. Remarkably – controlling for all 
other relations – family and friends negatively add to one’s psychological empowerment 
(b = -.09, p < .01). This means that the higher the percentage of resources received by 
friends and family, the less one is psychologically empowered. Finally, the percentage 
of resources from clients and civilians do not add to one’s psychological empowerment 
(β = 0.02, p = ns.). Notably, although the group of outsiders that offer social resources 
is smaller than the group of people from inside the organization, they nevertheless add 
to one’s psychological empowerment. We conclude that resources from others inside 
and outside the group, as do experts in the field, affect one’s level of psychological 
empowerment and partly confirm our general hypothesis 1. Friends and family add 
negatively to this level.
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Table 2. Percentage of Social Resources as a Result of Social Sources

Social resourcesa

Social sources Information Means Support Opportunities

Within team 52.0 66.0 62.1 60.0

Outside team, within organization 31.3 25.3 21.5 24.2

Outside organization 17.7 9.7 16.4 15.8

a Columns add up to 100%

Table 3. Multiple Regression Results for Relational Variables

Psychological empowerment

Predictor β t(9,1909)

Gender 0.00 -0.12

Age 0.00 0.01

Education 0.01 0.43

Management function 0.22** 10.05

Resources management within the group 0.11** 4.86

Resources colleagues outside the group
but within the organization

0.06* 2.40

Resources experts in the field 0.14** 6.15

Resources clients and civilians 0.02 0.86

Resources friends and family -0.09** -3.99

R2
adjusted .10

Note. N = 1919 (two-tailed significance, listwise deletion).
* p < .05; ** p < .01
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Test of hypothesis 2. Psychological empowerment is hypothesized to be related 
to all four types of resources; the fewer resources one has access to, the lower one’s 
psychological empowerment. However, focusing at the social network structure that 
provides these resources, we argued that there is an optimum between the amount of 
internal relations and external relations people have: i.e. there is a positive relationship 
with employee psychological empowerment till a certain cut off point from where 
the relationship becomes negative. Thus, expecting the effects of the social network 
structure to be curvilinear, we added a quadratic term regarding this variable to the 
equation. The results of this regression analysis confirmed our prediction. Taking 
into account our controls (i.e. gender, age, level of education, and possession of 
a management function), both the main effect of social network structure, β = .25, 
t(6,1912) = 2.65, p < .01, and the quadratic term β = -.34, t(6,1912) = -3.59, p < .01 (see 
Figure 2 for a graphic representation of the quadratic effect of social network structure), 
were significant (R2

adj = .07). Moreover, we further investigated our prediction per type 
of resource (i.e. information, means, support, and opportunities). The results of this 
regression analysis showed swerving results (see Table 4). That is, only the amount of 
information one receives from others within one’s own group relative to that of others 
outside the own group has a curvilinear effect on psychological empowerment. There 
is an optimal mix of internal (within the group) and external (outside the group) people 
to push one’s psychological empowerment maximally. Importantly, this optimum 
is reached earlier in the sense that fewer people from inside one’s team are needed 
(see Figure 3). These results confirm previous empirical findings. On the one hand, 
information from within the group is often shared. As a consequence, internal resources 
do not provide a diverse palette of relevant information. On the other hand, relevant 
information provided by resources outside the group is more likely to be varied and 
as such contributes more to one’s level of psychological empowerment. All in all, the 
results only provide insubstantial support the second general hypothesis; for only one 
type of resource –information – do we find an optimal, positive contribution to one’s 
level of psychological empowerment when one receives this information from within 
and from outside the group.
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Figure 2. Quadratic Social Network Structure on Psychological Empowerment.

Table 4. Multiple Regression Results for Structural Variables

Psychological empowerment

Predictor β t(12,1906)

Gender -0.01 -.51

Age 0.00 -.18

Education 0.01 .62

Management function 0.22** 9.65

Information 0.12 1.17

Means 0.05 .49

Social support 0.22 1.92

Opportunities to learn and grow 0.08 .77

Information × information -.22* -2.23

Means × means -.05 -.55

Social support × social support -.17 -1.55

Opportunities to learn and grow × opportunities to 
learn and grow

-.14 -1.24

R2
adjusted .08

Note. N = 1919 (two-tailed significance. listwise deletion).

* p < .05; ** p < .01
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Figure 3. Quadratic Information on Psychological Empowerment

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to integrate aspects of social network 
theory and empowerment theory in order to better understand and predict levels of 
employee psychological empowerment within network-based organizations. As 
contemporary work is increasingly carried out within social networks, the opportunities 
and constraints for professional behavior, and subsequently the development of 
work-related cognitions like employee empowerment, increasingly depend on these 
employee social networks as well. First, following Lin’s relational perspective on 
social capital (2001), we demonstrated that psychological empowerment is affected by 
access to information, means, support, and opportunities to learn and grow provided by 
multiple social relations: manager of the group, colleagues in other groups but within 
the organization, and boundary-spanning relations like experts in the field and friends 
and family. These resources are thus not only provided by management, but by other 
social relations in the social network of the employee as well.

This study remarkably showed that friends and family negatively contributed 
to the level of psychological empowerment than other social relations. This finding 
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is in line with other studies that highlighted the constraining influence of friendship 
networks (De Klepper, Labianca, Sleebos, & Agneessens, 2017; De Klepper, Sleebos, 
Van de Bunt, & Agneessens, 2010). When it comes to psychological empowerment this 
could be ascribed to the fact that friends and family presumably do not have in-depth 
understanding of one’s profession and all that is related to that, which makes them an 
“oblivious resource”. That is, the possible lack of understanding might undermine the 
quality or adequacy of the information, means, support and opportunities to learn and 
grow provided by friends or family, which subsequently negatively impacts one’s level 
of psychological empowerment. This is in line with the results found by Granovetter 
(1974), which resulted in his famous strength of weak ties hypothesis. All in all, this 
study clearly showed that levels of employee psychological empowerment depend on 
resources provided by social relations within the social network of an employee.

Second, this study also demonstrated that the specific configuration of 
the employee’s social network accounts for variation in the level of psychological 
empowerment: relatively fewer internal relations and more external relations giving 
access to resources resulted in higher levels of employee psychological empowerment.

Specifically, the distribution of internal and external relations in the specific 
information resource network is curvilinear related to employee psychological 
empowerment. More precisely, this study revealed that the percentage of internal 
relations providing information is positively related to psychological empowerment 
till a saturation point from where the relation becomes negative; additional internal 
relations have a negative effect on the level of employee psychological empowerment. 
Thus, these findings are in line with the general model of social capital described by 
Burt (2000), where performance is highest when employees operate in social networks 
consisting of both internal and external relations. We expect that the actual optimal mix 
depends on the context, but the data lacked information to confirm this assertion.

All in all, this study has increased our understanding of the impact of 
social networks on employee psychological empowerment within contemporary 
organizations. Although Kanter (1977) and Spreitzer (1995) both underlined the 
importance of informal social networks for employee empowerment, empowerment 
research has mainly focused on how managerial actions and formal organizational 
design affect employee psychological empowerment. This caveat in empowerment 
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theory has become an increasingly pressing issue since employees started to work in 
boundary-spanning social networks. This study demonstrated that nowadays the social 
network – and the social capital embedded within this social network - has a positive 
relation with employee psychological empowerment. By integrating social capital 
theory and empowerment theory we have presented an alternative framework to better 
understand and predict employee empowerment in a way that better fits the reality 
of modern network-based organizations. As employees increasingly operate in social 
networks, employee psychological empowerment logically depends more and more on 
the opportunities and constraints encountered within this social network. 

Study Limitations and Future Research
Although we were able to test our hypotheses on a large sample (N=1919), 

several limitations should be addressed as well. First, this study is cross-sectional 
thereby limiting causal inference. Theoretically a cross-sectional study, however, 
makes sense, as we were interested in the cognitive assessment by employees of the 
opportunities and constraints within their current work environment, requiring data 
collection at the same time. Second, the fact that both the measurements of social 
capital and psychological empowerment came from the same source raises concerns 
about possible common method bias; future research might include more objective 
ways to determine the level of social capital. Third, both social resources and social 
network structure covered to a large extent the social network of employees. Although 
the aim of this study was to show that psychological empowerment can be explained 
both from a relational perspective on social capital (Lin, 2001) and from a structural 
perspective on social capital (Burt, 2001), it should be noted that both perspectives are 
closely related by nature and we did not aim to demonstrate each perspective’s unique 
contribution to psychological empowerment. Last, the measurement of social capital 
used in this study only considered access to resources and the location of those social 
relations who provided those resources. As a consequence, we did not consider the 
absolute number and quality of social relations of an employee and the connections 
between those social relations (in order to directly measure structural holes). Future 
research might want to focus on these social network characteristics and its impact on 
psychological empowerment as well.
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Besides these limitations, this study opens up new ways to further increase 
employee empowerment, and subsequently creativity (Zhang & Bartol, 2010) and 
innovation (Burpitt & Bigoness, 1997) within contemporary organizations. As the 
social network provides us with a contemporary framework that opens up new ways to 
boost employee empowerment, employees and management will need to develop new 
skills to capitalize on these new opportunities within the social network. For example, 
as employees actively try to change their work and their work environment (Grant 
& Ashford, 2008; Parker, 2000; Parker & Collins, 2010; Parker, Williams, & Turner, 
2010) by proactively changing the cognitive, task, and relational characteristics of 
their work (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), they are able to influence their level of 
psychological empowerment as well. Future research might want to focus on this new 
proactive role of the employee – and whether or not employees are able to empower 
themselves by deliberately altering their social network. 

As for management, future research might take a closer look into the new role 
of management in the empowerment process. Traditionally, managerial actions and 
formal organizational design have been the main source of employee psychological 
empowerment. This study, however, shows that psychological empowerment is 
affected by the complete social network of the employee. The manager still remains an 
important part of the social network of the employee, as he or she still needs to provide 
the employee with sufficient latitude to form strong social networks; however, when 
employee empowerment more and more depends on the social network of the employee, 
new challenges arise for management as well. For example, it might become relevant 
for managers to influence social identity processes that help or hinder the formation of 
empowering social networks and how managers could influence this social identity, 
because research on social identity and self-categorization repeatedly indicates that 
employees tend to form suboptimal social relations (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg & 
Terry, 2000). In this way, employees miss the opportunity to establish and maintain 
strong social networks. Therefore, management might focus on these dynamics in order 
to increase the level of employee empowerment in modern organizations.

In the analysis showing a relation between access to the social resources of five 
distinct groups of people and the level of psychological empowerment, social resources 
are taken together because our theoretical arguments hold for all types. However, by 
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making a distinction between the four types of social resources, one could theorize 
about and test the differences in the exact distribution of relations giving access to social 
resources in order to get psychologically empowered. For some resources one needs 
relatively more outsiders, for other resources relatively more insiders. This might clash. 
Formulating one’s goals at work might help in looking for balance. For instance, if one 
wants to get ahead at work, strategic information and opportunities are more important 
than social support; one needs a network rich in structural holes consisting of internal 
but mainly external relations. Social support on the other hand is often found among 
direct colleagues and strong ties outside the organization. One needs a network that 
consists of people one trusts; so probably some external but mainly internal relations 
would be ideal. Our data doesn’t offer this, but some related preliminary results show 
that the pattern of social sources providing access to social resources differs slightly for 
the four types of social resources.

Furthermore, in this paper we have mainly focused on the impact of social 
capital mechanisms on the level of employee psychological empowerment. Besides 
these social capital dynamics, other social network characteristics might be related 
to employee psychological empowerment as well. Since people as a collective make 
sense of their environment (Gittel & Douglas, 2012; Weick, 1979), relating social 
influence mechanisms (see the work of Snijders and Steglich, e.g. Burk, Steglich, & 
Snijders, 2007; Snijders, Van de Bunt, & Steglich, 2010) within social networks with 
employee psychological empowerment might be fruitful to investigate. This idea is 
implicit in earlier works on employee empowerment. More precisely, Kirkman and 
Rosen (1999) introduced empowerment as a team-level construct and Seibert et al. 
(2004) conceptualized a form of empowerment climate within organizations. Central in 
their work is the notion that employees collectively develop empowerment cognitions. 
So where social capital accounts for differences in performance and variation in the 
development of attitudes, social influence accounts for similarity in attitudes and 
performance (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). Both types of dynamics influence employees 
simultaneously and potentially overlap each other. Future research might take a closer 
look into these social influence mechanisms and their impact on the levels of employee 
psychological empowerment.
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Conclusion 
This study helps to better explain the peculiarities of employee empowerment 

within contemporary network-based organizations. The social network of an employee is 
an important predictor of employee psychological empowerment, and by taking a social 
network perspective we are better able to predict variation in the level of psychological 
empowerment among employees. By integrating social network and empowerment 
theory, we are able to present a general and more contemporary framework that helps 
us to understand the antecedents of employee psychological empowerment, while 
simultaneously opening up new ways for scholars and practitioners to increase the 
level of empowerment and performance - and subsequently the level of innovation, 
absorptive capacity and performance - within contemporary organizations. By doing 
this we have rejuvenated the empowerment process in contemporary organizations, 
which secures the relevance of this concept in management research and practice for 
the next decades to come.
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Abstract

Research on employee empowerment has predominantly ascribed an active 
role for managers and a passive role for employees in the development of employee 
psychological empowerment; empowerment is proposed to result in proactive behavior 
but the implicit assumption is that employees cannot increase their empowerment 
by being proactive. Drawing from evidence that employees proactively affect their 
work environment, we propose that the reverse is possible too, and suggest a proactive 
behavior – psychological empowerment process. In order to test this active role of 
employees in the empowerment process, we examined the relationship between 
employee proactive behavior and psychological empowerment over time in a two-wave 
survey (N = 579Time1; N = 239Time2). Our findings provide support for our hypothesized 
model suggesting that proactive behavior at time 1 predicts psychological empowerment 
at time 2 through empowerment at time 1 and proactive behavior at time 2. These 
results indeed confirm what we have known—that psychological empowerment 
induces proactive behavior—but they also confirm that the inverse is true—proactive 
behavior increases psychological empowerment. Additionally, our research confirmed 
that resources needed for optimal performance at work provided by others explained 
the proactive behavior–psychological empowerment relation.
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Employee empowerment is important for performance within contemporary 
organizations as a way to encourage and develop employees’ potential (Maynard, 
Gilson, & Mathieu, 2012; Seibert, Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 2008). 
Traditionally, employee empowerment has been considered a process where managers 
provide employees with resources (structural empowerment) in order to positively 
affect an employee’s cognitive assessment of the work environment (psychological 
empowerment) (e.g., Menon, 2001). Psychological empowerment, in turn, leads to a 
wide range of desirable attitudinal and behavioral outcomes like increased performance 
(e.g., Seibert, Silver, & Randolph, 2004), innovation (e.g., Spreitzer, 1995), job 
satisfaction (e.g., Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000), and organizational commitment 
(e.g., Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Bhatia, 2004). Given these benefits, over the years more than 
70% of organizations have initiated some kind of management practice to stimulate 
employee empowerment (Lawler, Mohrman, & Benson, 2001) and scholars have aimed 
to identify key predictors of psychological empowerment stemming from structural 
(i.e., managerial) empowerment (e.g., high-performance managerial practices [Lawler, 
Mohrman, & Ledford, 1998], socio-political support [Spreitzer, 1996], leadership 
[Ahearne, Mathieu, & Rapp, 2005], and work–design characteristics [Hackman & 
Oldham, 1980]).

However, since Kanter (1977) introduced the concept of employee 
empowerment in her seminal work Men and Women of the Corporation, organizations 
and the nature of work have changed significantly (Grant & Parker, 2009). The modern 
work environment has opened up and employees now potentially have access to a 
wide range of relevant others and their resources (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Cross & 
Cummings, 2004; Hargadon, 2002) beyond their immediate managers. Furthermore, 
a growing body of research on proactive behavior shows that employees deliberately 
undertake actions to change their work and their work environment (Grant & Ashford, 
2008; Morrison, 1993; Parker & Collins, 2010; Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006; 
Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). While decades of empowerment research and practice 
have helped to create this new reality, empowerment theory itself surprisingly has not 
yet caught up to this phenomenon. 

The main objective of this study is therefore to build new theory by exploring 
and testing a proactive role of employees in the empowerment process and whether 
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or not employees are able to influence their own level of psychological empowerment 
– and thus are able “to empower themselves” – by proactively changing their work 
environment. In this way we aim to theoretically and empirically enhance our 
understanding of the empowerment process within organizations. Proactive behavior 
captures what structural empowerment aims to achieve at the behavioral level, and 
should be the consequence of psychological empowerment. Complementing this more 
traditional perspective, we propose that proactive behavior is not only the consequence 
of psychological empowerment but that proactive behavior also leads to psychological 
empowerment because proactive behavior increases employee resources.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Psychological Empowerment Affects Proactive Behavior
Psychological empowerment is defined as “an employee’s intrinsic task 

motivation reflecting a sense of control in relation to one’s work and an active orientation 
to one’s work role that is manifested in four cognitions: meaning, self-determination, 
competence, and impact” (Spreitzer, 1995, p. 1443; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Thus, 
an employee’s level of psychological empowerment will increase when the employee, 
a) feels that the requirements of the job and his or her own norms and values align, b) 
has a sense of autonomy, c) feels competent enough to successfully complete his or her 
work, and d) feels that the work matters and has a significant effect on the course of 
the organization. In other words, psychological empowerment echoes a set of personal 
cognitive experiences that are critical for employees to feel capable in – and in control 
of – their work. Due to this, employees with high levels of psychological empowerment 
have an active orientation towards their work and perform above and beyond what is 
expected of them (Seibert et al., 2011; Spreitzer, 1996, 2008). 

For example, research by Spreitzer, DeJanasz, and Quinn (1999) demonstrated 
that managers who reported higher levels of psychological empowerment were 
perceived as more innovative, influential, and inspiring by their employees, indicating 
a proactive leadership style. In a similar vein, research by Kirkman and Rosen (1999) 
linked levels of team empowerment with increased supervisor perceptions of team 
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proactivity. Furthermore, a recent review by Seibert and colleagues (2011) linked 
high levels of psychological empowerment to increased levels of organizational 
citizenship behavior, because psychological empowerment stimulates identification 
and involvement in the workplace. In short, the notion of proactivity following from 
psychological empowerment is omnipresent in extant empowerment theory. 

We start our hypotheses with this accepted notion because it provides the 
context for the contribution of our study, which is the focus on the complementary 
relationship of proactive behavior predicting psychological empowerment.

 

Hypothesis 1

Psychological empowerment positively affects proactive  
behavior.

Proactive Behavior Affects Psychological Empowerment
Proactive behavior is a form of motivated behavior at work (Bateman & Crant, 

1993) that is defined as anticipatory actions taken by employees to affect themselves 
and/or their environment (Grant & Ashford, 2008; Parker, Williams, & Turner, 2006). 
Over the last years scholars have identified multiple forms of proactive behavior at work 
and although there are clear similarities between various forms of proactive behavior, 
there are also some clear differences, especially when it comes to the intended effect 
of a specific set of proactive behavior (Parker & Collins, 2010). For example, some 
types of proactive behavior aim to improve the fit between an employee and his or her 
work (e.g. job crafting) while other types of proactive behavior help the employee to 
advance in his or her career (e.g. career initiative). These identified proactive behaviors, 
however, tend to focus on influencing the traditional work environment instead of focus 
on the social processes that define the social networks in which contemporary work 
is increasingly done. On top of this, these proactive behaviors are seen as additional 
or extra-role behaviors instead of key behaviors that are at the heart of a modern 
employee’s primary work task. 

For this reason, we employ and operationalize the two exemplary forms of 
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proactive behavior mentioned by Grant and Ashford (2008) that deliberately target the 
effectiveness of an someone’s social network: feedback seeking behavior and social 
network building behavior (Grant & Ashford, 2008). Feedback seeking behavior 
encompasses scanning the social environment for relevant information and evaluations, 
which affect one’s performance or self-perception. Therefore, employees actively 
form plans and monitor the environment in order to ask others for feedback (Grant & 
Ashford, 2008). Social network building behavior, on the other hand, targets the overall 
structure of the social network and encompasses initiating new productive relations 
and/or ending old unproductive relations. In this way, employees purposefully build 
social networks in order to advance their own careers (Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1992). 

Proactive behavior (i.e., feedback seeking and social network building 
behavior) thus affects the work context of the employees, the opportunities and 
constraints they encounter while doing their work, and subsequently how they actually 
perceive their work. Proactive employees continuously look for opportunities, show 
initiative, and persist until they attain their objectives (Bateman & Crant, 1993; Li et 
al., 2014). Proactive employees actively seek feedback (Ashford, Blatt, & VandeWalle, 
2003; Ashford & Cummings, 1983, 1985), expand their roles (Parker, Wall, & Jackson, 
1997), build resourceful social networks (Morrison, 2002; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 
1992), and seek out instrumental, normative, and social information from others in 
order to make sense of the environment and improve performance (Morrison, 1993). Li 
and colleagues (2014) showed that this proactivity increases opportunities and limits 
constraints at work. Consequently, such proactive behavior enlarges the experienced 
control of employees over their work, their careers, and subsequently how they perceive 
and evaluate their work (e.g., Hornung, Rousseau, & Glaser, 2008; Parker & Collins, 
2010; Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001).

Psychological empowerment reflects the cognitive evaluation of the work 
environment, and proactive behavior affects this work environment in a way that it 
builds resources that would help empower people. We thus argue that proactive behavior 
is an important part of the empowerment process as it allows employees to empower 
themselves by proactively changing their work environment. That is, it is not only the 
manager who shapes the feelings of psychological empowerment by the employee; 
employees can affect their own working conditions and thus create an empowering 
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work context. This is an important hypothesis to test because it complements the 
dominant perspective in which empowerment is seen as something that is “done to” 
employees with the recognition that empowerment is a state that employees can also 
achieve themselves through their proactive actions. 

Hypothesis 2

Proactive behavior positively affects psychological 
empowerment.

Empowering Yourself by Proactively Gaining Resources
Empowerment theory sees proactive behavior as a direct consequence of 

psychological empowerment. As we outlined above, the relation between proactive 
behavior and psychological empowerment can be expected to be mediated by the received 
resources obtained by proactive behavior. Traditionally, the allocation of resources in 
order to empower employees has been regarded as the domain of management. This is 
based on the assumption that all the relevant resources are controlled at the top of the 
organization and subsequently hierarchically distributed throughout the organization. 
In the modern work environment, however, employees interact with a wide variety 
of others and thus may proactively gain access to resources necessary to attain their 
objectives (Mills & Ungson, 2003). Contemporary employees increasingly operate 
in a web of social relations where resources, essential for performance, flow without 
restrictions (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Cross & Cummings, 2004; Hargadon, 2002). 
Although the interaction between manager and employee remains critical for employee 
empowerment—as it provides employees with sufficient latitude to be proactive—we 
argue that the manager is one of the many interpersonal relations of the employee, and 
that all the other personal relations potentially add to the feelings of psychological 
empowerment of the employee as well.

Following this reasoning, we argue that proactive behavior affects the level 
of psychological empowerment by increasing resources acquired through proactive 
behavior. Recent research by Li and colleagues (2014) linked proactivity, for example, to 
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increased job control, supervisory support, and to diminished organizational constraint. 
By being proactive employees actively seek out instrumental, normative, and social 
information from others in order to make sense of the environment and improve 
performance (Morrison, 1993). In this way, proactive behavior leads to the accretion 
of resources. Empowerment research has highlighted the importance of information, 
instrumental means, social support, and opportunities to learn and grow (Kanter, 1977). 
Information generates a sense of purpose and direction (Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Conger 
& Kanungo, 1988). Instrumental means directly facilitates professional behavior, 
while having social support by others in the workplace increases a sense of meaning 
in the workplace (Spreitzer, 1996). Opportunities to learn and grow help employees to 
develop the skills crucial for performance. Combined, all the resources at the disposal 
of the employee increase their psychological empowerment. Accordingly, we expect 
that resources mediate the relationship between proactive behavior and psychological 
empowerment. 

Hypothesis 3

Resources mediate the influence of proactive behavior on 
psychological empowerment.

Method
 

Procedures and Participants
Our study was part of a larger panel survey initiated by the Dutch Ministry of 

the Interior and Kingdom Relations. Respondents for our two-wave study were drawn 
from a national panel of employees designed to be representative of employees of the 
Government of the Netherlands. Respondents varied, for example, from police officers 
to elementary school teachers and from executive workers of the Ministry of Waterways 
and Public Works to magistrates. In total 579 respondents participated in the first wave. 
Among these respondents 34% were female, their average age was 52.51 years (SD 
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= 8.64 years), and most of them received higher education (4% had a Ph.D., 29% had 
a university degree, 34% had finished higher vocational education, 27% had finished 
middle vocational education or pre-university education, and 6% was lower educated). 
These respondents were approached with a follow-up questionnaire in two phases (12 
months later). Of the initial 579 respondents, we lost eight respondents due to routing 
problems in the electronic questionnaire and 10 respondents due to missing data. 
Eventually, 239 completely filled out the second questionnaire (41%). Among these 
respondents 32% were female, their average age was 53.52 years (SD = 8.06 years), and 
most of them received higher education (4% had a Ph.D., 31% had a university degree, 
37% had finished higher vocational education, 25% had finished middle vocational 
education or pre-university education, and 3% were lower educated). 

Measures
Psychological empowerment. Psychological empowerment was measured 

using the 12-item instrument by Spreitzer (1995) assessing the four aspects of 
empowerment. Meaning (e.g., “The work I do is very important to me”); competence 
(e.g., “I am confident about my ability to do my job”); self-determination (e.g., “I have 
significantly autonomy in determining how I do my job”); and impact (e.g., “My impact 
on what happens in my department is high”). The combined scale had a Cronbach’s  
α = .86 in the first wave and a Cronbach’s α = .83 in the second wave.

Proactive behavior. Building our theory on the two exemplary proactive 
behaviors as suggested by Grant and Ashford (2008), we developed a scale to measure 
proactive behavior in the workplace drawing on their conceptual work. The scale 
included items concerning the two exemplar forms of proactive behavior, i.e., two 
items on feedback seeking behavior: “I ask others for feedback on my performance” 
and “I actively ask others to comment on (the quality) of my performance”; and five 
items on social networking building behavior: “I am actively working to improve my 
social network,” “I take initiative to get to know (new) people with potential,” “I use 
my social network to achieve good results,” “I am good at recognizing potentially 
valuable relationships,” and “I am persistent when I really want to meet someone.” This 
seven-item scale showed good internal reliability in both the first (Cronbach’s α = .85) 
and the second wave (Cronbach’s α = .86).
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Resources. We measured the extent to which employees received resources 
needed for optimal performance at work from all other individuals (i.e., others within 
and outside their organization, friends, acquaintances, etc.) with four items. Based on 
research of Kanter (1977) and Seibert and colleagues (2001) we asked respondents 
specifically about information, instrumental means, social support, and opportunities 
to learn and grow, i.e., “How much of the information you need to optimally carry 
out your work do you receive from people in your social network?”, “How much of 
the instrumental means you need to optimally carry out your work do you receive 
from people in your social network?”, “How much of the social support you need to 
optimally carry out your work do you receive from people in your social network?”, 
and “How much of the opportunities to learn and grow you need to optimally carry 
out your work do you receive from people in your social network?” The four items 
demonstrated satisfactorily internal reliability at both the first (Cronbach’s α = .75) and 
the second wave (Cronbach’s α = .74).
Controls. 

Demographic variables. To control for the influence of demographic variables, 
we included gender (coded as male = 0/female = 1), age (in years), and level of education 
(coded ordinally from the lowest to the highest level of received education, i.e., 1 = 
elementary school to 8 = Ph.D.).

Marker variable. To control for method bias we included a “marker variable” 
(“Do you have children living at home?”) that purposively should not have a significant 
relation with any of the model variables (see Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 
2003). 
Measurement Analyses.

Exploratory factor analysis. Because we developed a new measurement for 
both proactive behavior and resources, we initially examined the factorability of the 
items of our model variables for Time 1 and Time 2. Several well-recognized criteria 
for factorability were used. Firstly, it was observed that for both Time 1 and Time 2 
all 23 items correlated at least .3 with at least one other item, suggesting reasonable 
factorability. Secondly, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 
above the commonly recommended value of .6 (Time 1 = .83 and Time 2 = .82), and 
Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant at p < .001 for both Time 1 and Time 2. 
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Thirdly, for both Time 1 and Time 2 the communalities were all above .3 (i.e., > .50), 
further confirming that each item shared some common variance with other items. 
Finally, sample sizes for both our first (N = 579) and second wave (N = 239) were large 
enough to yield reliable estimates of correlations among the variables. Given these 
overall indicators, factor analysis was deemed to be suitable with all used items. A 
one-factor model (i.e., Harmans’s single factor test) explained no more than 25% of the 
variance at both Time 1 and Time 2; (Harman, 1967; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and 
Podsakoff, 2003), providing initial evidence that common method bias is not an issue 
in our data.

Confirmatory factor analyses. We conducted confirmatory factor analyses 
(CFA) using EQS 6.1 for Windows (Bentler & Wu, 2004) on our model variables, i.e., 
proactive behavior, resources and psychological empowerment, for time 1 and time 2. 
The results of these CFAs supported the distinctiveness of our constructs. Using ML 
Robust to correct for substantial multivariate kurtosis (time 1: Mardia’s coefficient = 
105.83, normalized estimate = 37.71; time 2: Mardia’s coefficient = 82.30, normalized 
estimate = 18.84), the CFA yielded good fit indexes at both time 1 (χ2 = 500.57, df = 
221, p ≤ .001, χ2/df = 2.27, NNFI = .93, CFI = .94, IFI = .94; RMSEA = .047) and time 
2 (χ2 = 307.82, df= 2221, p ≤ .001, χ2/df = 1.390, NNFI = .95, CFI = .96, IFI = .96; 
RMSEA = .040). Again, alternative models, including a confirmatory one-factor model 
did not provide a better fit to the data.

Marker variable analysis. Expanding our control for common method bias 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003), we checked the correlations between our marker variable and 
our model variables. Neither our model variables nor our controls showed a significant 
correlation with this marker variable. Notably, marker variables fail to control for, e.g., 
implicit theories, consistency motifs, or social desirability. To diminish the impact of 
these biases (see Podsakoff et al., 2003) we used a combination of Harman’s single 
factor test, a time interval of 12 months between wave 1 and wave 2, and a drastic 
layout change of the survey at time 2.
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Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses. The descriptive statistics and 
correlations for the study variables at time 1 and time 2 are displayed in Table 5. Besides 
one negative, weak significant correlation between age and proactive behavior at time 
1 (indicating that younger employees are more proactive), which was non-significant at 
time 2, our demographic control variables did not correlate significantly with our model 
variables. Our model variables correlated positively, weak to strong, and significantly 
with each other at both time 1 and time 2 and among themselves at time 1 and time 2. 
We compared the correlations between our model variables at time 1 and time 2 and 
found no significant differences in strength of correlations (Lee & Preacher, 2013).

Attrition sample bias. To test whether attrition sample bias is present in 
our data, we subjected our variables to a series of t-tests. Mean differences were 
calculated between two groups: the final sample at time 2 (N = 239) and respondents 
who participated only at time 1 (N = 322). No significant group differences (p <.05) 
were found for our model variables (proactive behavior, resources, and psychological 
empowerment), nor for our control variables (resources from direct management, 
gender, age [corrected for the difference in time between time 1 and time 2], and level 
of education). Based on these results, we have no indication that attrition caused any 
significant bias. 

Hypotheses Tests
To better understand the process between psychological empowerment and 

proactive behavior, we performed multiple regression analyses using a regression tool 
for mediation analysis (i.e., PROCESS Model 6; Hayes, 2012). PROCESS Model 6 
“assumes a causal chain linking the variables, with a specified direction of causal flow” 
(Hayes, 2012, p. 14), making it possible to test the relations specified in Hypothesis 1 
(i.e., psychological empowerment positively affects proactive behavior), Hypothesis 2 
(i.e., proactive behavior positively affects psychological empowerment), and Hypothesis 
3 (i.e., proactive behavior positively affects psychological empowerment through 
resources). Notably, although causality remains merely a theoretical assumption when 
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performing analyses on two-wave survey data, our data collected at time 1 cannot be 
causally influenced by the data we collected at time 2 and is therefore suitable to test 
our hypotheses.

The influence of psychological empowerment on proactive behavior. Using 
PROCESS Model 6 to estimate regression coefficients (95% BCa Cis, 50,000 bootstrap 
samples), we firstly examined the effect of psychological empowerment on proactive 
behavior (Hypothesis 1) by testing a model in which psychological empowerment at 
time 1 predicted proactive behavior at time 2, through proactive behavior at time 1 
and psychological empowerment at time 2, controlling for employee age, gender, and 
educational level at time 1 (see Table 6: Model 1). In contrast with our hypothesis, the 
results of this serial mediation analysis over time showed no significant direct effect of 
psychological empowerment (time 1) on proactive behavior (time 2) nor a significant 
indirect effect (via proactive behavior at time 1 and psychological empowerment at 
time 2), providing no initial evidence for our first hypothesis.

The influence of proactive behavior on psychological empowerment. In 
a similar vein, again using PROCESS Model 6 (Hayes, 2012, p. 14), we secondly 
investigated the effect of proactive behavior on psychological empowerment 
(Hypothesis 2) by testing a mediation model in which proactive behavior at time 1 
predicted psychological empowerment at time 2 through psychological empowerment 
at time 1 and proactive behavior at time 2, controlling for employee age, gender, and 
educational level at time 1 (see Table 6: Model 2). The results of this serial mediation 
analysis did not reveal a significant direct effect of proactive behavior (time 1) on 
psychological empowerment (time 2), but, and fully in line with our prediction, did 
show a significant indirect effect. This indirect effect demonstrated that proactive 
behavior at time 1 predicted psychological empowerment at time 2, serially mediated 
by psychological empowerment at time 1 and proactive behavior at time 2. Thus, more 
specifically, this indirect effect demonstrated that the effect of proactive behavior at 
time 1 on psychological empowerment at time 2 indirectly carried over measurement 
points through psychological empowerment at time 1 and proactive behavior at time 2. 
Following the sequence of this mediation model, this suggests that the positive relation 
between proactive behavior and psychological empowerment does exist at both time 
1 and time 2 through empowerment at time 1 and proactivity at time 2, and thus 
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supporting Hypothesis 2; but it also suggests a positive estimate between psychological 
empowerment at time 1 and proactivity at time 2, and thus supports Hypothesis 1 as 
well (see Hayes, 2013; Hayes & Rockwood, 2017; Hayes & Scharkow, 2013).

Table 6. Results of Serial Moderation Testsa,b,c

Effect Boot s.e. Boot LLCI
Boot 
ULCI

Model 1

Psychological empowerment 1 ➞ Proactive behavior 2 
(Direct effect)

.1094 .0979 - -

Psychological empowerment 1➞ Proactive behavior 1 ➞ 
Psychological empowerment 2 ➞ Proactive behavior 2 
(Indirect effect)

.0012 .0040 -.0061 .0108

Model 2

Proactive behavior 1 ➞ Psychological empowerment 2 
(Direct effect)

-.0486 .0396 - -

Proactive behavior 1 ➞ Psychological empowerment 1 ➞ 
Proactive behavior 2 ➞ Psychological empowerment 2 
(Indirect effect)

.0049* .0029 .0011 .0134

Model 3 

Proactive behavior 1 ➞ Psychological empowerment 2 
(Direct effect)

-.0587 .0422

Proactive behavior 1 ➞ Resources 1 ➞ Psychological 
empowerment 1 ➞ Proactive behavior 2 ➞ Resources 2 
➞ Psychological empowerment 2 (Indirect effect)

.0002* .0002 .0000 .0010

Note. * p < .05
a (N = 239)
b  Models tested are corrected for our control variables, age, gender and education. The estimates and the 

control variables are presented in Table 7. 
c The 95% bias-corrected and accelerated confidence interval is based on 50,000 bootstrap samples.
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The influence of proactive behavior on psychological empowerment 
through resources. Again using PROCESS Model 6 (Hayes, 2012, p. 14), we tested 
the effect of proactive behavior on psychological empowerment through resources 
(Hypothesis 3) by testing a serial mediation model in which proactive behavior at 
time 1 predicted psychological empowerment at time 2 through resources at time 1, 
psychological empowerment at time 1, proactive behavior at time 2, and resources at 
time 2, controlling for employee age, gender, and educational level at time 1 (see Table 
6: Model 3).

As expected, results of this serial mediation analysis did not reveal a significant 
direct effect of proactive behavior (time 1) on psychological empowerment (time 2), 
but, and again confirming our prediction, did show a significant indirect effect. This 
indirect effect demonstrated that proactive behavior at time 1 predicted psychological 
empowerment at time 2, through resources at time 1, psychological empowerment at 
time 1, proactive behavior at time 2, and resources at time 2. 

Thus testing our full mediation model, this indirect effect demonstrated that 
the effect of proactive behavior on psychological empowerment indirectly carried 
over measurement points through resources, providing ample support for all three our 
hypotheses (Hayes, 2013; Hayes & Rockwood, 2017; Hayes & Scharkow, 2013). Full 
regression results are reported in Table 7.

Discussion
 

The aim of this study was to enhance our understanding of the workings of 
employee empowerment in contemporary organizations by exploring an active role 
of the proactive employee in the empowerment process. Using two-wave panel data 
within the Dutch public sector, we found support for an initial, positive effect of 
proactive behavior on psychological empowerment through resources, and, vice versa, 
an effect of psychological empowerment on proactive behavior. This implies that, as 
generally expected, empowered employees become proactive, but also that proactive 
employees become empowered. In other words, by this demonstration this process, this 
study shows that employees are able to empower themselves through their proactive 
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behaviors. Additionally, this study demonstrates that resources explain the proactive 
behavior–psychological empowerment relation. All in all, these results demonstrate 
that employee empowerment in modern organizations is not merely a matter of 
managerial actions and employee reactions. Contemporary employees are able to 
empower themselves through their proactive behaviors.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
The main focus of this study was to explore the (reversed) psychological 

empowerment–proactive behavior relationship (Spreitzer, 2008) and test whether 
proactive behavior is not only a consequence of psychological empowerment but also an 
antecedent. This is in line with a recent call from Grant and Parker (2009) to recalibrate 
prominent work design theories within contemporary organizations by including more 
proactive and relational perspectives. Until now, employee empowerment has been 
mainly considered a matter of managerial actions and employee reactions. While work 
and the work environment have changed over the years, work design theories have 
mainly stayed the same. This potentially leads to a situation where work design theories 
no longer sufficiently connect with the reality within modern organizations. This 
research enhances our understanding of employee empowerment within contemporary 
organizations by demonstrating the significant and active role that employees play in 
the empowerment process. These results urge us to rethink the nature of employee 
empowerment in contemporary organizations. 

A second theoretical contribution of our research was to test the relation between 
proactive behavior and psychological empowerment over time. Where previous research 
has linked psychological empowerment to proactive behavior unidirectionally, we 
showed that this relation is a two-way street where proactive behavior and psychological 
empowerment positively reinforce each other over time. By testing this longitudinal 
relation this study answers the call for more longitudinal empowerment research 
(Maynard et al., 2012; Spreitzer, 2008). This research can therefore be seen in line with 
recent empowerment research by Maynard and colleagues (2014) who demonstrated 
the reciprocal relation between psychological empowerment and performance over 
time. Just like their study, ours also shows that employee empowerment is not a simple 
practice, where managers influence employees’ reactions, but a much more complex 
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trajectory where multiple factors come into play, including proactive behavior.
Last, this study makes contributions beyond the field of employee empowerment. 

The development and testing of a scale measuring the exemplar forms of proactive 
behavior, i.e., social network building behavior and feedback seeking behavior is a 
unique contribution to the field of proactivity in the workplace. Based on the work 
of Grant and Ashford (2008) we developed and tested a scale measuring feedback 
seeking behavior and network building behavior. Parker and Collins (2010) recently 
compared different forms of proactivity in the workplace on the big three proactivity 
dimensions (work behavior, P-E-fit behavior, and strategic behavior) and concluded 
that there are similarities and differences between existing proactive behavior scales. 
However, a clear scale measuring employee proactivity targeting the social network 
was missing. As this form of proactivity becomes increasingly important within 
contemporary organizations (e.g., Shipolov, Labianca, Kalnysh, & Kalnysh, 2014), we 
also contributed to proactivity theory by developing and testing this scale. 

In addition to these theoretical implications, we also provide insights for 
practitioners interested in helping employees increase their level of empowerment and 
fulfill their potential. In order to boost performance through empowerment it is not 
sufficient to only focus on management. This study clearly shows that it is essential 
to include an active role of the employee and to stimulate proactive behavior among 
employees. On a deeper level, this study provides support for a changing nature in 
the relationship and division of responsibilities between managers and employees 
within organizations. When employees are given more latitude through empowerment 
practices, they are increasingly able to influence their work and their work environment 
in order to attain their objectives. As a result the employee depends less and less on the 
manager and more and more on others for performance and for the development of work-
related perceptions like psychological empowerment. This suggests the development of 
a level playing field where manager and employee have a shared responsibility for the 
development of an empowering, engaging, and productive work environment.

Study Limitations and Future Research
Our study contains an obvious limitation. While our theory implies causality 

in the relationships studied, our study is not experimental and can only establish these 
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relations correlationally. Experimental research to complement the current findings 
thus would further bolster the confidence in the current conclusions.  In addition, 
although not influencing the strength of the demonstrated indirect effect (Bollen, 1989; 
Hayes, 2013; Hayes & Rockwood, 2017; Hayes & Scharkow, 2013), at time 2, when 
corrected for controls and time 1 predictors, resources failed to have a direct relation 
with psychological empowerment, which we ascribed to the stability of the resources 
over time or to differences in the relevance of the specific resources. We did not make 
any distinction between the studied resources: information, instrumental means, social 
support, and opportunities to learn and grow. However, a post-hoc analysis showed that 
opportunities to learn and grow contributed more to psychological empowerment than 
the other resources. Although the resources information, instrumental means, and social 
support may be still important, opportunities to learn to grow are what empowered 
employees really set apart from non-empowered employees. This further indicates that 
there are new rules for employee empowerment in contemporary organizations. Future 
research may focus in more detail on essential contemporary resources of employee 
psychological empowerment.

In particular, the interaction and changing relation between employee and 
management in the empowerment process is an interesting area for additional research. 
For example, do managers provide more latitude to employees who exhibit high levels 
of proactivity especially when they behave more proactively toward their manager? It 
might be useful to look more closely at this interaction between managers and employees 
and the effect on the level of psychological empowerment. Furthermore, future research 
might include leader empowerment behaviors (e.g., Ahearne et al., 2005; Kirkman & 
Rosen, 1999) in order to compare its effect on, and interaction with, employee proactive 
behaviors. Above all, this study makes clear that management scholars and practitioners 
should assign a more prominent role for the proactive employee in the empowerment 
process and include proactive behavior in future empowerment research and practice.

Conclusion
Due to the strong link with organizational performance and employee well-

being, the concept of psychological empowerment remains popular for scholars and 
practitioners in the field of management and organizational behavior (Maynard et al., 
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2012; Seibert et al., 2011). This study has shed light on the nature of the proactive 
behavior–psychological empowerment relation over time. Employees are not passive 
actors but play an active part in the empowerment process. This has significant 
implications for empowerment theory as it demonstrates that employee empowerment 
is not a simple straightforward process where managerial actions lead to employee 
reactions. We hope this study will serve as a start for additional research into the 
intricacies of employee empowerment in contemporary organizations, more specifically 
into the proactive role of the employee in the empowerment process. In this way, scholars 
are able to further rejuvenate a powerful concept in the management and organization 
sciences in order to increase performance within 21st century organizations by finding 
new ways to increase levels of employee psychological empowerment.
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Abstract

As work increasingly transcends organizational boundaries, employee 
psychological empowerment benefits from resources provided by others outside of the 
employee’s own team, department, or organization. These intergroup collaborations, 
however, may be inhibited by social identity and social categorization processes, so 
that the empowerment potential of these relations remains largely untapped. In this 
study (N = 213) we demonstrate that intergroup leadership is linked to employee 
psychological empowerment via intergroup relational identification and access to 
resources. In this way, this study demonstrates the empowering potential of intergroup 
leadership and intergroup relational identification for employees who collaborate 
across group barriers. We finish this paper by discussing the main implications for both 
empowerment and intergroup leadership theory, suggesting fruitful avenues for future 
research and highlighting the practical value for those who are motivated to increase 
psychological empowerment among boundary-spanning employees.
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Psychological empowerment is a key predictor of outcomes like organizational 
performance and employee well-being (Maynard, Gilson, & Matthieu, 2012; Seibert, 
Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 2008), work-unit performance (Seibert, Silver, 
& Randolph, 2004), innovation (Spreitzer, 1995), job satisfaction (Liden, Wayne, & 
Sparrowe, 2000), and organizational commitment (Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Bhatia, 2004), 
as it capitalizes the full potential available in every employee. Whether or not employees 
feel psychologically empowered largely depends on their access to information, 
support, means, and opportunities to learn and grow, which are considered crucial for 
employee performance (Kanter, 1977; Spreitzer, 1996). In order to enhance employee 
psychological empowerment, empowerment research and practice have predominantly 
focused on the hierarchical flow of those resources from manager to employee 
(Maynard, Gilson, & Matthieu, 2012; Seibert, Wang, & Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 
2008). However, due to consistent advances in information and communication 
technology, employees increasingly collaborate with relevant others outside their own 
group (Mills & Ungson, 2003). These interpersonal collaborations potentially affect 
the level of employee psychological empowerment by providing access to resources 
essential for optimal performance. This suggests that psychological empowerment, in 
addition to coming from manager directly to employee, may also come via collaboration 
with others within and across the boundaries of their own group. 

Developing these collaborations, however, does not come naturally to 
all people. Research on social identity and self-categorization processes within 
organizations demonstrate that employees tend to classify themselves and others into 
different social categories (Ashforth & Mael, 1989); whenever employees experience 
social identity and social categorization processes, whether implicitly or explicitly, 
they potentially hinder effective interpersonal collaboration with others outside their 
own group (e.g., Hains, Hogg, & Duck, 1997). A long research tradition in line with 
social identity theory has repeatedly demonstrated that social categorization processes 
lead to behavior based on ingroup favoritism (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). In the context 
of the organization this means that employees tend to favor their own group over other 
groups, prefer activities that are in line with the goals of their own group, and choose 
to collaborate with fellow group members over non-members. This potentially harms 
interpersonal collaboration, thereby dismissing valuable opportunities to obtain the 
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resources controlled by those others (i.e., the non-group members) to potentially further 
enhance levels of psychological empowerment. 

In order to address this issue, scholars have repeatedly highlighted the merits 
of a superordinate identity – a sense of identity that includes one’s own group (e.g., 
department) and other groups into an overarching identity (e.g., organizational 
identity; Albert & Wetten, 1985) in order to overcome these social identity and social 
categorization processes and to stimulate collaboration with others outside one’s own 
group. However, due to the robustness of these social identity and social categorization 
processes many employees tend to ignore such a superordinate identity and prefer 
to identify with their own group and favor interaction with fellow group members. 
Therefore, Hogg, van Knippenberg, and Rast (2012) introduced an alternative to this 
focus on superordinate identity, namely intergroup relational identity. Such an identity 
reflects a self-definition in terms of one’s group membership that also incorporates 
the group’s relationships with other (collaborating) groups as part of the group’s 
identity (Hogg et al., 2012, p. 233). By embracing collaboration with others outside 
one’s own group as a part of the “own” identity, an intergroup relational identity both 
acknowledges the robustness yet sidesteps the main difficulties of social identity and 
social categorization processes that hinder effective intergroup collaboration. 

Intergroup relational identity, according to Hogg and colleagues (2012), 
is heavily dependent on managers, who play an essential role in the assimilation of 
intergroup relational identity by employees. They introduced the concept of intergroup 
leadership as a set of behaviors aimed at stimulating employees to embrace an intergroup 
relational identity. Phrased differently, by engaging in intergroup leadership, managers 
stimulate employees to develop an intergroup relational identity, which encourages 
collaboration with others outside their own group. Such collaboration would give 
access to resources (e.g., different sources of information, additional support) not 
available in their own group. Since these resources are central to the development 
of psychological empowerment, the main goal of this study is to test the intergroup 
leadership–psychological empowerment relationship to develop our understanding of 
the role of intergroup leadership in building empowerment for employees operating 
across group boundaries. 

In the present study, we demonstrate that intergroup leadership and employee 
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psychological empowerment are related through intergroup relational identification 
and access to resources such as information, means, support, and opportunities to 
learn and grow. This study advances our understanding of employee psychological 
empowerment within contemporary organizations by showing that managers are able 
to enhance psychological empowerment by influencing the social identity of their 
employees. In doing so, our study also contributes to intergroup leadership theory 
by linking the concepts of intergroup leadership and intergroup relational identity to 
psychological empowerment that drives a wide range of organizational and individual 
outcomes. 

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Employee psychological empowerment – defined as “an employee’s intrinsic 
task motivation reflecting a sense of control in relation to one’s work and an active 
orientation to one’s work role, that is manifested in four cognitions namely meaning, 
self-determination, competence, and impact” (Spreitzer, 1995: 1443; Thomas & 
Velthouse, 1990) – is an essential predictor of a wide variety of positive organizational 
and individual outcomes (Maynard, Gilson, & Mathieu, 2012; Seibert, Wang, & 
Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 2008). Because of these merits, scholars and practitioners 
have been motivated to identify key antecedents that advance the level of employee 
psychological empowerment. In this endeavor, the focus has been mainly on managerial 
actions and the hierarchical transfer of resources from manager to employee. This has 
been captured by the concept of empowering leadership (Arnold, Arad, Rhoades, & 
Drasgow, 2000), albeit with slightly varying labels such as leadership empowerment 
behavior (Ahearne, Mathieu, & Rapp, 2005), empowering leader behavior (Konczak, 
Stelly, & Trusty, 2000), and external team leader behavior (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999). 
Empowering leadership focused mainly on the transfer of resources from manager to 
employee to increase psychological empowerment of the employee. Whereas this is 
a natural and logical focus from the perspective of the task at hand within that group 
context, employees increasingly operate across group boundaries, while group leaders 
do not have the discretion to provide access to resources outside their own group. 



107

The Empowering Potential of Intergroup Leadership

Within contemporary, more decentralized organizations, employees 
increasingly transcend traditional group and organizational boundaries and collaborate 
with whoever is relevant for their task at hand (Forrester, 2000; Gittell & Douglas, 
2012; Grant & Parker, 2009). By doing so employees potentially tap into a huge stock 
of resources with empowerment potential, which are controlled by people other than the 
direct manager (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Cross & Cummings, 2004; Hargadon, 2002). 
This suggests that employees are able to enhance their psychological empowerment 
by starting effective collaborations with potential colleagues outside their own group. 
Whether or not this happens is very much an issue of social identity.

Social Identity and Collaboration Across Group Boundaries
Social identity partly provides an answer to the self-definition question of 

“who am I?” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). According to social identity theory people 
categorize themselves and others into groups to better understand the world (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1986). Social identity is that part of self-definition that derives from this self-
categorization as a group member. In order to identify with a group someone needs 
to feel psychologically connected with the group and hence experience the successes 
and failures of the group as his or her own (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; van Knippenberg 
& Sleebos, 2006). This makes the social identity as experienced by employees a key 
predictor of the potential successes or failures of intergroup collaborations (Brewer & 
Brown, 1998; van Knippenberg, 2003). 

In the context of organizations, social identity and social-categorization processes 
therefore influence the effectiveness of interpersonal collaboration with others outside 
their own group. When self-definition revolves around membership in their own team 
or department more than around organizational membership (and it typically does; van 
Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000), social identity may hinder effective collaborations 
as intergroup biases lead to a preference to interact with others within their own group 
and to pursue goals that favor their own group over other groups. This tendency is 
a potential breeding ground for intergroup conflict and may thus harm collaboration 
with others outside of their own group (Hogg & Terry, 2000), thus dismissing access 
to alternative resources. As people outside one’s own group tend to operate in different 
flows of resources, employees therefore might overlook opportunities to get access to 
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unique – i.e., to them – information, knowledge, and skills (Reagans & McEvily, 2003) 
crucial for the development of psychological empowerment.

To stimulate effective collaborations by employees, managers may play an 
essential role because they have a unique position within a group. They are usually part 
of the group but due to their role they are also in the position to interact and collaborate 
formally and as a result also informally with representatives of other groups. As 
managers represent and embody the group (Giessner, van Knippenberg, van Ginkel, & 
Sleebos, 2013), they are the logical actors within a group to introduce and communicate 
the social identity of the group. More precisely, they are the ones who should underline 
the merits of effective interpersonal collaborations beyond the boundaries of one’s own 
group, and stimulate employees to assimilate a social identity that values both in-group 
and out-group collaboration.

In order to achieve this, social identity research has previously highlighted the 
importance of promoting a superordinate, overarching identity by management (van 
Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, De Cremer & Hogg, 2004). Although superordinate 
identity, when embraced, leads to enhanced collaboration with others who fall 
under the umbrella of this superordinate social identity, co-workers may often resist 
embracing superordinate identity. Superordinate identity may also have unintended 
negative effects as people interpret the superordinate identity in the image of their own 
group. The first negative effect has been documented in research on nested identities 
(e.g., team within organization). It documented how people often resist a superordinate 
identity because it is experienced as a threat to one’s own group identity (e.g., Hornsey 
& Hogg, 2000). The second negative effect, which has been documented in research 
on in-group projection (Mummendey & Wenzel, 1999), is that it outlines how people 
may often perceive the superordinate identity as largely a reflection of their own group 
and respond negatively to other groups as less fitting with superordinate identity. This 
line of research shows that there is a growing awareness that focusing on superordinate 
identity is a suboptimal approach to managing collaboration across group boundaries 
(Hogg et al., 2012).
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The Empowering Potential of Intergroup Leadership
In order to address the problem of superordinate identity, Hogg and colleagues 

(2012) proposed the concept of intergroup leadership. Intergroup leadership takes 
shape by communicating the importance of intergroup collaboration and its value for 
one’s own group on the one hand, and by acting in ways that are in line with the 
communicated intergroup relational identity on the other hand. Hogg and colleagues 
(2012) outlined how intergroup leadership stimulates the formation of an intergroup 
relational identity in which group identity is understood as being shaped and defined 
by the group’s collaboration with out-group partners. In intergroup relational 
identity, the groups are not subsumed within an overarching superordinate identity; 
rather, in intergroup relational identity the relationship with other groups is part of 
group identity. As a result, employees tend to focus more on the merits of intergroup 
collaboration and less on the differences and competition between the groups. In this 
way intergroup leadership acknowledges the robustness of the social identity and 
social categorization processes while simultaneously sidestepping the main hiccups 
for intergroup collaboration (Rast, Hogg, & van Knippenberg, 2018). This makes the 
cultivation of an intergroup relational identity through intergroup leadership more 
effective than the cultivation of a superordinate identity when it comes to stimulating 
effective collaboration with others outside one’s own group.

By embracing an intergroup relational identity, employees define themselves 
in terms of one’s own group membership including the group’s relationships with 
others as part of one’s own identity. This leads to a more positive attitude towards those 
others outside one’s own group (Hogg et al., 2012; Rast et al., 2018). Since intergroup 
relational identity does not challenges one’s own group’s identity and does not invite 
ingroup projection, this is more effective than a superordinate identity in the stimulation 
of effective intergroup collaboration. So, intergroup leadership stimulates the formation 
of an intergroup relational identity, which is more effective than a superordinate identity 
when it comes to improving collaboration with others outside the group. 

Since psychological empowerment depends on access to resources such 
as information, means, support, and opportunities to learn and grow (Kanter, 1977; 
Spreitzer, 1996), collaboration beyond the boundaries of one’s own group provides 
access to resources located outside of one’s own group (Burt, 2000; Oh, Labianca, 
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& Chung, 2006). Exactly these resources enhance the level of psychological 
empowerment. For example, access to information controlled by others outside one’s 
own group helps an employee to make better-informed judgements (e.g., Ashford et al., 
2003; Cross, Borgatti, & Parker, 2001), to make better sense of the environment, and 
to better understand the purpose of his or her own job (Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Conger 
& Kanungo, 1988). Furthermore, having alternative collaboration partners limits the 
dependency of the employee on others as he or she has different ways to gain access 
to essential resources. Moreover, having multiple options provides the employee with 
a sense of self-determination (Astley & Sachdeva, 1984). Support and opportunities 
to learn and grow also enhance feelings of self-efficacy that help employees to have 
impact at work (Ashford et al., 2003; Bowen & Lawler, 1992; Gist & Mitchell, 1992). 
Thus, access to resources outside one’s own group affects an employee’s psychological 
empowerment (see Figure 4 for our research model).

This leads to the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1

Intergroup leadership is positively related to psychological 
empowerment.

Hypothesis 2

The relationship between intergroup leadership and  
psychological empowerment is serially mediated by intergroup 
relational identification and resources.
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Method

Procedures and participants
This study was part of a survey initiated by the Government of the Netherlands. 

Respondents were drawn from a national panel of employees designed to be 
representative of employees of the Government of the Netherlands. Respondents varied 
from police officers to elementary school teachers and from executive workers of the 
Ministry of Waterways and Public Works to magistrates. Of the 279 respondents who 
initially participated in this study, 213 respondents filled out the questionnaire completely 
(83%). Among these respondents 28% were female, their average age was 53.98 years 
(SD = 7.88 years), and most of them received higher education: 4% had a Ph.D., 30% 
had a university degree, 41% had finished higher vocational education, 21% had finished 
middle vocational education or pre-university education, and 4% were lower educated.

Measures
Psychological empowerment. We measured psychological empowerment 

using the 12-item instrument by Spreitzer (1995) assessing the four main aspects of 
empowerment: Meaning (e.g., “The work I do is very important to me”); competence 
(e.g., “I am confident about my ability to do my job”); self-determination (e.g., “I 
have significantly autonomy in determining how I do my job”); and impact (e.g., “My 
impact on what happens in my department is high”). These items proved to be internally 
reliable (Cronbach’s α = .84).

Intergroup leadership. We adapted Rast and colleagues’ (2018) “leader rhetoric 
scale” to measure intergroup leadership. The nine items focused on communicating 
the importance of intergroup collaboration and its value for one’s own group (i.e., 
stimulation of an intergroup relational identity) and on acting in ways that are in line 
with the communicated intergroup relational identity (e.g., “My manager emphasizes 
that the collaboration with other departments shapes our identity”; “My manager 
makes clear that collaboration with other departments is crucial for ‘who we are’ as a 
department”). These items proved to be internally reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .94). 
See the appendix for the whole list of items.
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Intergroup relational identification. To measure intergroup relational 
identification, we again adapted items from Rast and colleagues (2018). The five items 
focused on the provision of self-definition in terms of the ingroup’s relationship with 
one or more relevant outgroups (e.g., “The relationship with other departments forms 
our identity”; “Who we are as our departments is defined by our relationship with other 
departments”). These items proved to be internally reliable (Cronbach’s alpha = .90). 
See the appendix for the whole list of items.

Resources. We measured the extent to which employees had access to resources 
needed for optimal performance at work from all other individuals (i.e., others within 
and outside their organization, friends, acquaintances, etc.) with four items. Based on 
research of Kanter (1977) and Seibert and colleagues (2001) we asked respondents 
specifically about information, instrumental means, social support, and opportunities 
to learn and grow, i.e., “How much of the information you need to optimally carry 
out your work do you receive from people in your social network?”; “How much of 
the instrumental means you need to optimally carry out your work do you receive 
from people in your social network?”; “How much of the social support you need to 
optimally carry out your work do you receive from people in your social network?”; 
and “How much of the opportunities to learn and grow you need to optimally carry out 
your work do you receive from people in your social network?” The four items proved 
to be internally reliability (Cronbach’s α = .75).

Factor analyses. We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using 
EQS 6.4 for Windows (Bentler & Wu, 2018) on the items of our model variables (i.e., 
intergroup leadership, intergroup relational identification, resources and psychological 
empowerment) taking into account the multi-dimensional nature of psychological 
empowerment (consisting of the four dimensions: meaning, competence, self-
determination, and impact). The results of this CFA supported the distinctiveness of our 
constructs. Using ML Robust to correct for substantial multivariate kurtosis (Mardia’s 
coefficient = 102.73, normalized estimate = 17.15), the CFA yielded good fit indexes 
(χ2 = 503.79, df = 384, p < .001, χ2/df = 1.31, NNFI = .95, CFI = .96, IFI = .96; RMSEA 
= .038). All alternative models, including a one-factor model (i.e., Harmans’s single 
factor test, which explained < .27% of the variance; Harman, 1967) did not provide a 
better fit to the data. 
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Common method bias analysis. As recommended by Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 
Lee, and Podsakoff (2003, p. 896), and in addition to Harman’s single factor test 
(Harman, 1967), we used a latent variable approach to control for the effects of a 
single unmeasured latent factor. One of the main advantages of this technique is that 
it does not require that we identify and measure the specific factor responsible for the 
method effects; this technique models the effect of the method factor on the measures 
rather than on the latent constructs they represent and does not require the effects of the 
method factor on each measure to be equal. More specifically, using structural equation 
modelling (EQS 6.4; Bentler & Wu, 2018) we added a first-order factor with all items 
of the measures as indicators to our measurement model. When subjecting this model 
to confirmatory factor analysis, all factor loadings of the items on their designated 
constructs remained significant. Furthermore, close inspection of the factor loadings of 
the “common” method factor showed that 27 (out of 30) of these factor loadings were 
not significantly related to the common method factor, providing no substantial evidence 
for common method bias. Moreover, to test formally whether common method bias 
interfered with our measurement model (see Podsakoff et al., 2003), we constrained all 
factor loadings of the common method factor to be equal (i.e., avoiding the problem 
of the common method factor not affecting item scores equally). Results showed that 
although the model fit was good (χ2 = 499.80, df = 383, p < .001, χ2/df = 1.30, NNFI = 
.95, CFI = .96, IFI = .96; RMSEA = .038), adding this common method factor did not 
significantly improve the measurement model (Δ χ2 = 3.99, p = ns.). We conclude from 
these results that the relations observed between the hypothesized constructs cannot be 
ascribed to common method bias, concluding that common method bias is not an issue 
in our data.
Control variables. 

 Demographic variables. To control for the influence of demographic variables, 
we included gender (coded as male = 0/female = 1), age (in years), and level of education 
(coded ordinally from the lowest to the highest level of received education, i.e., 1 = 
elementary school to 8 = Ph.D.).

Team identification. To control for the extent to which employees identified with 
their team, we measured their team identification with an adaptation of the 6-item Mael 
and Ashforth (1992) scale with the team as referent (e.g., “When someone criticizes my 
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team, it feels like a personal insult”; “This team’s successes are my successes”) (van 
Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000). Cronbach’s alpha was .75 for satisfactory reliability. 

Organizational identification. To control for the extent to which employees 
identified with their organization, we measured their organizational identification 
with Mael and Ashforth’s (1992) 6-item scale (e.g., “When someone criticizes my 
organization, it feels like a personal insult”; “This organization’s successes are my 
successes”); Cronbach’s alpha was .86 for good reliability. 

Results

The descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations for the study variables 
are displayed in Table 8. Gender and education correlated significantly and positive 
with two of our model variables, showing that females experience more intergroup 
leadership than males (r = .16, p < .05), and the higher the level of employee education 
the greater their access to resources needed for performance at work (r = .15, p < .05). 
Furthermore, the results of the correlation analysis shows that all our model variables 
correlated significantly and positive with each other, providing initial support for our 
serial mediation model. 

Hypothesis Tests
To test our first hypothesis (i.e., Intergroup leadership is positively related to 

psychological empowerment), we used regression analysis to examine the influence of 
intergroup leadership on psychological empowerment. Results of this analysis confirmed 
our first hypothesis and demonstrated that intergroup leadership is positively related to 
psychological empowerment, β = .31, S.E. = .03, p < .01 (gender, age, education, team 
identification, and organizational identification did not significantly influence the effect 
of intergroup leadership on psychological empowerment). 

In addition, we performed multiple regression analyses using a regression tool 
for mediation analysis (i.e., PROCESS Model 6; Hayes, 2012). PROCESS Model 6 
“assumes a causal chain linking the variables, with a specified direction of causal flow” 
(Hayes, 2012, p. 14), making it possible to test the relations specified in Hypothesis 
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2 (i.e., intergroup leadership positively affects psychological empowerment through 
intergroup relational identification and resources). Controlled for the three demographic 
variables, and team identification and organizational identification, the results of 
this analysis showed that intergroup leadership significantly and positively affected 
intergroup relational identification (see Table 9: Model 1); that intergroup relational 
identification significantly and positively affected resources (Table 9: Model 2); that 
resources significantly and positively affected psychological empowerment (Table 9: 
Model 3). In addition, regression coefficients demonstrated a significant and positive 
direct effect of intergroup leadership on psychological empowerment (b = .12, S.E. = 
.03, [.0374 1776]) and a positive significant indirect effect (95% BCa Cis, 1,000 
bootstrap samples) of intergroup leadership on psychological empowerment through 
intergroup relational identification and resources (b = .0093, Boot S.E. = .0041, [.0033 
.0208]), giving evidence of significant partial serial mediation and confirming our 
hypothesized model. Thus, based on these results we confirm that intergroup leadership 
increases employees’ intergroup relational identification, which grants resources and 
enhances employees’ perception of psychological empowerment.

Table 8. Means, Standard Deviations, and Pearson Correlations for Study Variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 0.28 0.45

2. Age 53.98 7.88 -.28**

3. Education 6.29 1.52 .07 -.02

4. Team identification 3.87 0.63 .06 -.07 .17*

5.  Organizational  
identification

3.46 0.79 -.02 -.14* .14* .56**

6.  Psychological  
empowerment

3.71 0.49 .09 -.02 .01 .28** .22**

7. Resources 2.69 0.94 .05 -.02 .15* .08 .07 .27**

8.  Intergroup relational  
identity

3.49 0.89 -.01 .01 .03 .38** .25** .19** .28**

9. Intergroup leadership 3.36 0.96 .16* .01 .06 .20** .15* .31** .17* .35**

Note. N = 213 (two-tailed significance, listwise deletion).
* p < .05; ** p < .01 
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Table 9. Multiple Regression Results

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Intergroup relational 
identification

Resources
Psychological  
empowerment

Predictor b S.E. b S.E. b S.E.

Constant 0.80 .58 1.31* .66 2.37** .33

Gender -0.13 .13 0.07 .15 0.04 .07

Age 0.00 .01 0.00 .01 0.00 .00

Education -0.02 .04 0.08* .04 -0.02 .02

Team identification 0.45** .11 -0.10 .13 0.15* .06

Organizational identification 0.04 .08 0.01 .10 0.06 .05

Intergroup leadership 0.27** .06 0.08 .07 0.12** .03

Intergroup relational identification 0.29** .08 -0.03 .04

Resources 0.12** .03

R2
adjusted .23 .11 .20

Note. N = 213 (two-tailed significance, listwise deletion).
* p < .05; ** p < .01.

Intergroup 
Leadership

Intergroup 
Relational 

Identification
Resources

Psychological  
Empowerment

Model 1

.27**

.08 -.03

.29* .12**

.12**

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Figure 4. Research Model
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Discussion

Because employee psychological empowerment depends more and more on 
the ability to establish collaborations across the boundaries of one’s own group, the 
primary aim of this study was to test the relation between intergroup leadership and 
employee psychological empowerment. In support of our theoretical analysis, we 
found support for our proposed serial mediation model in which intergroup relational 
identity and access to resources sequentially mediated the relationship. By showing that 
psychological empowerment can be enhanced by cultivating an intergroup relational 
identity through intergroup leadership, this study shows the empowering potential of 
intergroup leadership and intergroup relational identity for employees who collaborate 
with others across group boundaries.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
This study advances both empowerment theory and intergroup leadership 

theory. First, this paper advances empowerment theory as it demonstrates that managers 
have alternative ways to empower their employees besides the more traditional top 
down leadership empowerment behavior (e.g., Ahearn et al., 2005; Arnold et al., 2000; 
Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Konczak et al., 2000). There is a clear case that psychological 
empowerment benefits from collaborations with others across the boundary of one’s 
own group. By targeting the social identity of employees that helps or hinders these 
cross-boundary collaborations, managers are provided with new and alternative ways 
to empower employees. This study adds to the growing body of empowerment research 
by demonstrating that the empowerment process within contemporary organizations is 
much more complex than thought before (Maynard et al., 2014) by including intergroup 
leadership and intergroup relational identification as mediating explanations. 

Our study has implications for intergroup leadership theory as well. A core 
argument in intergroup leadership theory is that intergroup relational identity is more 
effective in building intergroup relations than is superordinate identity (Hogg et al., 
2012; Rast et al., 2018). In that respect it is important that our findings hold when 
controlling for organizational identification as the most proximal superordinate identity 
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because it provides further support for one of the core tenets of intergroup leadership 
theory. Since psychological empowerment is linked with a wide variety of positive 
outcomes like work-unit performance (Seibert et al., 2004), innovation (Spreitzer, 
1995), job satisfaction (Liden et al., 2000), and organizational commitment (Avolio et 
al., 2004), the current evidence is also important in developing the case that intergroup 
leadership is advantageous to employees’ effective functioning in organizations. By 
doing so, the present study is important in expanding the focus of intergroup leadership 
theory from intergroup relations per so to individuals’ functioning in a context where 
work benefits from boundary-crossing. 

In addition to these theoretical implications, this research has practical 
implications as well, as it provides a new angle to enhance employee empowerment 
within organizations. This study shows that it is useful to look beyond leader 
empowerment behaviors and to focus on the social identity processes that help or hinder 
the effectiveness of collaborations with others outside one’s own group. Obviously, 
this is not to argue against the value of empowering leadership but rather to argue 
for a more extended leader “portfolio” of ways to build psychological empowerment. 
Just like other leadership behaviors, intergroup leadership should be open to leadership 
training and development efforts. The present findings can be seen as first evidence 
in favor of considering intergroup leadership as a helpful leadership competence in 
leadership development. 

Study Limitations and Future Research
One of the biggest possible flaws of the use of cross-sectional self-rated 

data is the potential presence of common method bias, threatening the validity of the 
conclusions about the relationships between measures. To be sure that our findings 
were not affected by common method bias, we controlled for the effects of a single 
unmeasured latent method factor (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Results of these controlling 
analyses demonstrated that bias inflicted by a common method factor is very unlikely 
in our data, confirming the reliability of our examined model and its usefulness for 
expanding theory on intergroup leadership and intergroup relational identity on the one 
hand, and resources and psychological empowerment on the other.

Moreover, it is important to note that the cross-sectional nature of this study 
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excludes causal inference. Even when the causality implied in our model and our model 
is consistent with theory (Hogg et al., 2012) and related experimental evidence (Rast 
et al., 2018), future research would benefit from the use of field-experimental designs. 
Ideally, such an experimental design should focus on a training intervention and by 
doing so could also speak to the “trainability” of intergroup leadership and therefore 
bolster the confidence in our implications for practice. 

Furthermore, our study looked at intergroup relational identity from the 
perspective of the individual employee. Effective collaboration, however, is a two-
way street, and access to resources logically depends on the social identity of these 
collaborators. Future research might want to take a more integral approach and include 
the social identity of the collaborative partners. We expect that when both interaction 
partners form an intergroup relational identity the effectiveness of the collaboration and 
the exchange of resources are higher. 

Conclusion
The topic of employee psychological empowerment remains highly popular 

among scholars and practitioners in the field of management and organization sciences 
(Maynard et al., 2012; Seibert et al., 2011). This study, based on analysis of 213 
responses to a survey initiated by the Government of the Netherlands, advances our 
understanding of the intricacies of employee empowerment within contemporary 
organizations, by showing that managers have additional, alternative, and indirect ways 
to empower employees who regularly operate across the barriers of one’s own group 
on top of the more traditional leader empowerment behaviors. We hope this study 
encourages scholars and practitioners to further explore both the concepts of intergroup 
leadership and intergroup relational identity, as well as the changing nature of the 
empowerment process. In this way, we strongly believe that it is possible to advance 
our understanding of employee empowerment and subsequently help contemporary 
organizations foster employee empowerment and increase performance.
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The main objective of this dissertation was to construct, present, and 
test an up-to-date perspective on employee empowerment within contemporary 
organizations. Based on a theoretical review and three studies I come to the conclusion 
that employee empowerment is an employee-centered process, where – besides 
management practices – an employee’s proactive behaviors, social network, and level 
of psychological empowerment together make up an ongoing empowerment process. 
The employee is at the heart of this process and in theory this process could even 
exist in a world without management. In most organizations, however, the manager 
remains a key partner within the social network of the employee, and on top of this 
– due to the responsibilities of the formal management role – a key influencer of 
the factors that make up this employee-centered empowerment process. This makes 
employee empowerment a shared responsibility of the employee and the manager, 
where both play active parts in the development of an empowering work environment 
– encompassing both the formal and informal organization.

In chapter 2, I laid down the theoretical foundations for this up-to-date 
perspective on employee empowerment and argued that such an understanding of 
employee empowerment better connects the reality of contemporary organizations 
where employees increasingly and proactively operate in social networks that often 
surpass formal and traditional organizational boundaries. In addition, I argued that 
this understanding of employee empowerment better fits the idea behind employee 
empowerment. Up till now, employee empowerment has been predominantly 
regarded as a process where managerial actions (i.e., structural empowerment) 
affect employee reactions (i.e., psychological empowerment). This has created the 
uncomfortable theoretical paradox of emphasizing employee proactivity and self-
leadership while at the same time proposing it as a state that needs to be induced by 
others. In this dissertation I presented a more balanced understanding of employee 
empowerment. By doing so, I do not oppose structural empowerment but I argue that 
it should be complemented with a proactive role of the employee.

The next three chapters of this dissertation all tested different elements of this 
proposed employee-centered empowerment process. In chapter 3, I integrated social 
network theory and empowerment theory in order to improve our understanding 
of employee empowerment within contemporary network-based organizations. As 
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present-day work is increasingly carried out within social networks that cross the 
boundaries of one’s own workgroup, the opportunities and constraints for professional 
behavior, and subsequently the development of work-related cognitions like 
psychological empowerment, increasingly depend on these social networks as well. 
First, following Lin’s relational perspective on social capital (2001), I demonstrated 
that psychological empowerment is affected by access to information, means, 
support, and opportunities to learn and grow provided by multiple social relations. 
This includes the manager, but also colleagues in other teams (or departments) within 
the same organization, and boundary-spanning relations (i.e., relations that go beyond 
the border of one’s own organization, like experts in the field, clients and civilians, 
and friends and family).

Second, this study demonstrated that the specific configuration of the employee 
social network accounts for variation in the level of psychological empowerment as 
well. More precisely, it demonstrated that the distribution of internal and external 
relations in the specific resource network (e.g., information) is curvilinear related to 
employee psychological empowerment. This study revealed that the percentage of 
internal relations is positively related to psychological empowerment till a certain 
point from where the relation becomes negative. These findings are in line with the 
general model of social capital as described by Burt (2000), where performance is 
highest when employees operate in social networks rich in structural holes consisting 
of both internal and external relations. All in all, chapter 3 showed that the social 
network of an employee is an important predictor of employee psychological 
empowerment.

The study presented in chapter 4 aimed to enhance our understanding of 
employee empowerment in contemporary organizations by exploring a proactive 
role of the employee in the empowerment process. Using two-wave panel data, I 
found support for an initial, positive effect of proactive behavior on psychological 
empowerment through resources, and, vice versa, an effect of psychological 
empowerment on proactive behavior. This implies that, indeed, empowered 
employees become more proactive, but also that proactive employees become more 
empowered. This study thus showed that employees are able to empower themselves 
through their proactive behaviors. All in all, these results demonstrated that employee 
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empowerment is not merely a matter of managerial actions and employee reactions 
but that employees themselves play an active role in the empowerment process.

In chapter 5, I explored the changing role of management in this employee-
centered empowerment process. Since employee psychological empowerment 
depends more and more on the ability of employees to establish effective collaborations 
across the boundaries of one’s own group, the primary aim of this study was to test 
the relation between intergroup leadership – that is, the leadership of collaborative 
performance of different organizational groups or organizations (Hogg et al., 2012) 
– and employee psychological empowerment. The results confirmed this relationship 
and showed that an intergroup relational identity – the self-definition that incorporates 
the group’s relationships with other groups as part of the own group’s identity (Hogg, 
et al., 2012) – and access to resources sequentially mediated this relationship. In this 
way, this study demonstrated the empowering potential of intergroup leadership and 
intergroup relational identity, especially for employees who collaborate with others 
across group boundaries. In the end, this study showed that managers have new and 
additional ways to foster employee psychological empowerment and to empower the 
modern workforce. 

All things considered, this dissertation has provided an up-to-date perspective 
on employee empowerment in contemporary organizations. In line with a recent 
call from Grant and Parker (2009) to reassess prominent work design theories 
and complement them with more relational and proactive perspectives, I have 
rejuvenated the concept of employee empowerment in a way that better fits the reality 
of contemporary organizations and better connects to the rationale behind employee 
empowerment. The three studies presented in chapters 3, 4, and 5 explored and tested 
different elements of this perspective and provided initial evidence for the existence 
of the proposed employee-centered empowerment process. Of course, additional 
research is necessary to put our perspective to more empirical tests, but the current 
dissertation makes an important first step in proposing additional theoretical elements 
that constitute a way forward in our understanding of employee empowerment. 
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The Future of Empowerment Theory and Practice

Although the studies presented in this dissertation provide initial evidence for 
the existence of our proposed employee-centered empowerment process, additional 
research is necessary to test our proposed perspective on employee empowerment. Some 
of the effects found in these studies are relatively small, which could either be ascribed 
to a flaw in theory or a flaw in use of methodology in the studies presented in this 
dissertation, but could also be a result of the quality of the data. For this reason, I hope 
future research will learn from, and sidestep, the main methodological limitations of 
these studies in order to further prove or reject the presented theory in this dissertation. 
I discuss three limitations.

First, the study presented in chapter 3 provided evidence for a relation between 
employee social networks and employee psychological empowerment, but the explained 
variance was little. This could be attributed to the rather rough way social capital was 
measured in this dissertation. This was done by considering simultaneously the access 
to resources and the location of the social relations who provided those resources 
to the employee. By measuring social capital in this way, it was hardly feasible to 
measure either the absolute number of social relations, the connections between those 
social relations (in order to directly measure structural holes), or the quality of those 
relations. Social capital was measured from the perspective of the individual employee, 
which makes sense looking at individual psychological empowerment, but effective 
collaboration is a two-way street and resource transfer logically depends highly on the 
characteristics of the collaborative other as well. Future research might take an integral 
approach to measuring social capital, for example by conducting a full social network 
analysis and to emphasize the structure an employee is embedded in. Additionally, as 
two of the three studies (chapters 3 and 5) in this dissertation are cross-sectional in 
nature it is not possible to make strong causal inferences of the proposed relationships. 
Future research should explore three wave or more longitudinal panel designs or 
experimental designs to determine the causality of the proposed model. 

Second, the most optimal interaction, and changing relation between manager 
and employee in the empowerment process might be an interesting avenue for additional 
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research. In this dissertation, I did not compare the role of the manager within the social 
network of the employee (as a provider of resources) with more traditional forms of 
leader-empowerment behaviors (e.g., Ahearne et al., 2005; Kirkman & Rosen, 1999). 
Exploring this interaction might shed more light on the unique effects of the social 
network on the level of psychological empowerment, but might also provide insights 
into the most optimal set of managerial behaviors. This may include the relation 
between traditional leader empowerment behaviors and other types of leadership 
behaviors, like intergroup leadership mentioned in chapter 5. Future research looking 
into the interaction of leadership behaviors might come up with the most optimal set of 
behaviors that in combination empower employees the most. This, of course, should be 
done with the proposed employee-centered empowered process in mind. 

Third, in this dissertation I have focused on the impact of social capital 
mechanisms on the level of employee psychological empowerment. Besides these 
social capital dynamics, other social network characteristics might also be related to 
employee psychological empowerment as well. As people collectively make sense of 
their environment (Weick, 1979), the impact of social influence mechanisms (see the 
work of Snijders and Steglich, e.g., Burk, Steglich, & Snijders, 2007; Snijders, Van 
de Bunt, & Steglich, 2010) within the social networks and their effect on employee 
psychological empowerment might be fruitful to investigate. Where social capital 
accounts for differences between employees, social influence accounts for similarity in 
attitudes and performance (Borgatti & Foster, 2003). Both processes might influence 
the employee simultaneously, and future research in this area potentially adds an extra 
layer to the proposed employee-centered empowerment process. For this we need – as 
also argued for before – longitudinal data on behaviors and employee networks.

Sidestepping the methodological limitations of the studies in this dissertation 
might help to increase our understanding of employee empowerment within 
contemporary organizations. Practically, the main implication of this dissertation is 
that it opens up new ways to increase the level of employee empowerment within 
organizations by stimulating and influencing employee proactive behaviors. This 
constitutes an important shift in emphasis in empowerment practices, as the focus 
is not merely on leader empowerment behaviors, but also on leadership to coach 
employees to empower themselves through proactive behavior, or by influencing the 
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social identity beliefs of employees that foster the effectiveness of the collaboration of 
employees across the boundaries of the own group. This dissertation has demonstrated 
that approaching employee empowerment from another angle provides management 
with new ways to foster psychological empowerment among their employees. All 
things considered, I hope this dissertation will inspire scholars and practitioners to 
explore new and additional ways to empower the modern workforce.

Bridging Empowerment Theory and Practice within the Context 
of the Government of the Netherlands

 
This research was conducted within the context of the Government of the 

Netherlands, where representatives of the employer and employees continuously work 
together to build a stimulating work environment and to improve the internal labor 
market. The practical objective of this PhD project was to use the scientific insights and 
gradually valorize them into practice. Although the scientific research was completely 
independent, I was highly motivated to make a practical impact through this PhD 
project as well. The most practical impact has been made with the construction and 
operationalization of a theoretical model (the 5R model; Richting, Ruimte, Resultaat, 
Rekenschap, Relatie – in English the 2D3R-model; Direction, Discretion, Result, 
Responsibility, Relationship) based on the insights gained from this PhD project. This 
model has been, and still is, widely used within the Government of the Netherlands. For 
example, it is in use as the foundation of a government-wide Management Development 
trajectory and as the foundation of the renewed government-wide implemented 
performance review cycle.
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Resultaten

Richting

Relatie RuimteRekenschap

Figure 5. The 5R model (in Dutch)

The 5R model (see figure 5) describes the ongoing collaboration between 
manager and employee and how they continuously work together to achieve the most 
optimal results at work in the short and long term. It is the manager who provides 
direction (in Dutch: richting) and discretion (ruimte) that shapes the context in which 
an employee is able to empower him- or herself by working autonomously within his 
or her social network in order to achieve the most optimal results (resultaten)—results 
for which an employee feels accountable and proactively takes full responsibility 
(rekenschap). Insights and reflections coming from the employee are subsequently 
used to shape the future direction given by the manager. This makes up an ongoing 
process in which manager and employee improve their collaboration and continue to 
learn and perform together in the future. The professional relationship (relatie) between 
manager and employee is at the heart of this process, as it potentially improves the 
quality of every step in this process. Please visit the website of the A&O fund of the 
Government of the Netherlands for more information about the 5R model (in Dutch). 
www.aofondsrijk.nl/fileadmin/ao_data/Nieuws/2014/Leiderschap_rijkshuisstijl.pdf

https://www.aofondsrijk.nl/fileadmin/ao_data/Nieuws/2014/Leiderschap_rijkshuisstijl.pdf
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In the summer of 2016 the Dutch Cabinet formally approved the renewed 
government-wide performance review cycle, for which the 5R model has been 
used as the foundation (see figure 6). This means that since 2016 every institution 
of the Government of the Netherlands uses the same performance review cycle 
that is based on the insights from this PhD project. This ensures that the concept of 
employee empowerment will remain a topic on the agenda of all the managers and 
employees working for the Government of the Netherlands (118.000 fte) and allows 
this PhD project to continue to have an impact in the context of the Government of 
the Netherlands going forward. For more information about the renewed performance 
review cycle and the connection with the 5R model, please visit the website 
with the laws and regulations of the Government of the Netherlands (in Dutch).  
wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0038133/2016-07-01

Additionally, the insights of this PhD project have been shared with over 
400 employees via the workshop “The Power of Social Networks.” In this workshop, 
employees have been trained to empower themselves by proactively building 
empowering social networks. The central message for employees in this workshop 
was to deliberately think about and shape one’s own social network. In practice, most 
employees let their social network “happen” over time without paying much deliberate 
attention to its development. In this workshop the employees were trained to identify the 
logical next steps to proactively shape their own empowering social networks. Based 
on their envisioned results they first decided what kind of resources they needed to 
achieve those results. Subsequently, they critically assessed their own social network, 
identified potential gaps, and evaluated the value of existing social relations within 
their social network. Based on all these insights, employees proactively formulated 
concrete actions and next steps to build a powerful and empowering social network. 

In conclusion, besides having generated scientific insights on the topics of 
employee empowerment and employee proactivity, this PhD project made a significant 
impact within the context of the Government of the Netherlands by addressing the 
changing role of management via the government-wide Management Development 
trajectory, the changing role of employees via the workshop “The Power of Social 
Networks,” and combined the changing role of managers and employees via the 
renewed performance review cycle. Just as employer and employees work together in 

http://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0038133/2016-07-01
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the A&O Fund of the Government of the Netherlands to improve working conditions, 
managers and employees have a shared responsibility to create an empowering work 
environment that develops and capitalizes the full potential of every employee. I hope 
the results of this PhD project will continue to resonate within the Government of the 
Netherlands and continue to contribute to the empowerment of its employees in the 
future.
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Summary

Employee empowerment aims to develop and capitalize the full potential 
available in every employee. The idea behind employee empowerment is that employees 
are the ones who know best what they need to achieve the most optimal results in 
their work. The status quo in empowerment theory and practice is that employee 
empowerment is a process where managerial actions (i.e., structural empowerment) – 
for example, through the transfer of power and resources – affect employee reactions 
(i.e., psychological empowerment), which subsequently lead to multiple positive 
outcomes for both organization and employee (i.e., organizational performance and 
employee well-being). Due to these merits, scholars and practitioners in the field of 
management research and sciences remain highly motivated to identify factors that 
foster the level of employee empowerment within organizations.

However, over the last decades, work and the way work is done have changed 
significantly. Modern success increasingly depends on the ability of employees to 
operate autonomously within social networks that often span traditional organizational 
boundaries. While empowerment theory and practice have helped to create this new 
reality, this new reality has not yet been integrated into empowerment theory itself. It 
is to be expected, however, that this new work context significantly alters the nature of 
employee empowerment. For example, recent research on employee social networks has 
demonstrated that power and resources flow – up to a certain degree – freely through the 
social network of an employee. Furthermore, recent research on employee proactivity 
has made clear that employees are not the passive actors within organizations as is 
currently assumed within empowerment theory. This dissertation bridges this growing 
gap between empowerment theory and practice by presenting and testing a renewed 
perspective on employee empowerment in contemporary organizations.

A theoretical review builds the foundation of this up-to-date perspective 
on employee empowerment and three studies conducted within the context of the 
Government of the Netherlands subsequently elaborate on, and test, different elements 
of this perspective. The results of these studies show that employee empowerment is a 
process that centers on the employee, his or her proactive behaviors, social network, and 
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his or her level of psychological empowerment. These elements make up an ongoing 
empowerment process that centers on the employee and his or her specific qualities and 
abilities. All in all, this renewed perspective on employee empowerment better fits the 
reality of contemporary organizations, better connects to the rationale behind employee 
empowerment (the employee as the main actor), and provide simultaneously new and 
alternative ways for management to further empower their employees. 
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Samenvatting

Employee empowerment richt zich op het optimaal ontwikkelen en benutten 
van het potentieel van elke medewerker. Het idee achter employee empowerment is 
dat de medewerker zelf het beste weet wat nodig is om binnen zijn of haar werk tot 
resultaten te komen. Het gedeelde idee daarbij is dat de acties van het management 
(genaamd structurele empowerment) - bijvoorbeeld door het overdragen van macht of 
middelen - zorgen voor een positieve psychologische werkervaring van medewerkers 
(genaamd psychologische empowerment) wat vervolgens leidt tot een veelvoud aan 
gewenste uitkomsten voor zowel organisatie als medewerker (bijvoorbeeld prestaties 
en welzijn van medewerkers). Vanwege deze positieve uitkomsten zijn wetenschap en 
praktijk dan ook nog steeds op zoek naar nieuwe manieren waarop medewerkers het 
beste ‘empowered’ kunnen worden. 

In de laatste decennia zijn organisaties en de manier van werken echter flink 
veranderd. Succes in hedendaagse organisaties hangt steeds meer af van de effectiviteit 
van autonome professionals die opereren in sociale netwerken die steeds meer de 
‘traditionele’ organisatiegrenzen overschrijden. Hoewel empowerment theorie en 
praktijk hebben bijgedragen aan deze nieuwe realiteit, is deze nieuwe realiteit zelf nog 
niet voldoende geïntegreerd in empowerment theorie. Dit terwijl deze nieuwe realiteit 
flinke consequenties lijkt te hebben voor de manier waarop empowerment vorm krijgt 
binnen hedendaagse organisaties. Recent onderzoek heeft onder meer aangetoond dat 
macht en middelen breed toegankelijk zijn in het sociale netwerk van een medewerker. 
Bovendien blijken medewerkers niet zo passief te zijn als dat empowerment theorie 
tot op heden lijkt te veronderstellen. Deze dissertatie dicht dit groeiende gat tussen 
empowerment theorie en praktijk door een nieuw perspectief te bieden op empowerment 
van medewerkers binnen hedendaagse organisaties.

Een theoretisch verkenning legt de basis voor een vernieuwd hedendaags 
perspectief op empowerment en een drietal onderzoeken binnen de context van de 
Rijksoverheid verkennen vervolgens verschillende elementen van dit perspectief. De 
resultaten van deze onderzoeken tonen aan dat empowerment een complex proces 
is dat – naast de leidinggevende – draait om de medewerker, zijn of haar proactieve 



gedrag, sociale netwerk, en niveau van psychologische empowerment. Deze elementen 
maken van empowerment een doorlopend proces dat daadwerkelijk draait om de 
medewerker en zijn of haar unieke kwaliteiten en vaardigheden. Dit perspectief sluit 
beter aan bij de realiteit binnen hedendaagse organisaties, sluit beter aan bij de rationale 
achter employee empowerment (de medewerker centraal), en biedt gelijktijdig nieuwe 
mogelijkheden om medewerkers binnen hedendaagse organisaties nog meer in hun 
kracht te zetten. 
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