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Although scholars have recognized leaders’ importance in facilitating employee learning, the potential role that leaders’ specific behaviors play in followers’ learning outcomes remains elusive. Based on the literature, we identified two styles of leaders’ coaching behaviors that may promote followers’ learning, namely encourage-to-explore behaviors and guide-to-learn behaviors. We expect that these two styles of coaching behaviors would have different relationships with employee learning orientation, moderated by employees’ regulatory focus. To test our hypotheses, we conducted two studies: an experimental study using scenarios of leader behavior with data collected from 124 undergraduate students (study 1), and a field study with data from 334 pairs of employees and their direct supervisors (study 2). Results showed that encourage-to-explore behaviors had a positive relationship with employee learning orientation, whereas guide-to-learn behaviors had an inverted U-shaped relationship with employee learning orientation. When employees had low levels of promotion regulatory focus, encourage-to-explore behaviors showed a positive correlation with employee learning orientation. However, when they had low levels of prevention regulatory focus, employee learning orientation increased as the guide-to-learn behaviors increased; this increased up to an intermediate level and then decreased. As such, this study provides novel theoretical and empirical insights into leadership and learning literature.
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INTRODUCTION

Employees’ continuous development at work is an essential prerequisite for individual success and organizational effectiveness, especially in competitive and dynamic business markets (Maurer et al., 2002; Bezuijen et al., 2010). Employees with learning orientation are more likely to engage in developmental activities and challenging tasks (Redmond et al., 1993), so considerable researchers have focused on employee learning orientation and conceptualized this as the dedication and willingness to develop individual competence (Gong et al., 2009). Research suggests that learning orientation is beneficial for individuals in acquiring knowledge and skills, promoting higher performance, and enhancing creativity (Brett and VandeWalle, 1999; Kozlowski et al., 2001; Gong et al., 2009). Concerning the benefits, scholars are making efforts to explore factors that facilitate employee learning orientation, including leadership (Chi and Huang, 2014; Shariq et al., 2018), high-commitment human resource management (Yang et al., 2016; Runhaar et al., 2019), and personal traits (Debicki et al., 2016).

A growing number of studies on learning orientation insist that employee learning orientation can be promoted or precluded by managerial and contextual factors (Bezuijen et al., 2009, 2010). As managerial coaches and facilitators in the daily processes of work, leaders on the frontline should take this increasingly critical responsibility willingly and effectively (Ellinger et al., 2011). Researchers have already begun to appreciate the importance of leaders in facilitating employee learning orientation (Bezuijen et al., 2009; Shojaei et al., 2016). As a popular management tool, workplace coaching has been demonstrated to be effective for employees. Meta-analysis studies have proved that coaching has an overall positive impact on outcome criteria, including employee performance, well-being, work attitudes, and goal-directed self-regulation (Theeboom et al., 2014), and affective, skill-based, and individual-level results outcomes (Jones et al., 2016). Some empirical studies have also indicated the key role of coaching in facilitating employees’ learning (Agarwal et al., 2009; Matsuo, 2018). However, prior studies mainly treat coaching as a set of behaviors and fail to distinguish functions according to different behaviors (Kim et al., 2013; Steelman and Wolfeld, 2018). Therefore, research is needed to investigate the effect of different coaching behaviors. Accordingly, in this study, we aim to advance a novel theoretical perspective by differentiating two models of coaching behaviors for promoting employee learning orientation, namely encourage-to-explore and guide-to-learn behaviors, and examine whether certain behaviors are functional or dysfunctional for employees. Encourage-to-explore behaviors indicate that leaders expect and encourage followers to engage in exploration or discovery learning, where minimal guidance is provided. Guide-to-learn behaviors refer to leaders providing employees with specific direction, learning frames and feedback on tasks. Further, we intend to investigate how these two different models of leader coaching behaviors influence employee learning orientation separately.

To better understand the influence of leader coaching behaviors on employee learning orientation, it is helpful to delve into the relevant boundary conditions. As learning motivation and outcomes vary for different individuals, no particular learning environment or promotion behavior of leaders can be suitable for all employees (Liem et al., 2008). Employees’ learning activities are based on their beliefs (Lin et al., 2017), especially their learning motivation (Parsloe and Leedham, 2009). Therefore, we believe that regulatory focus, which distinguishes two types of individual motivational orientation, namely promotion focus and prevention focus (Higgins, 1997, 1998), is the feasible factor to examine the effectiveness of leader coaching behaviors. To explore the boundary effect of employees’ regulatory focus, we draw on the complementary fit perspective, which indicates that the weakness or need of an employee can be compensated by strength of external factors (Kristof, 1996). The leaders’ coaching behavior can create a context that compensates what is lacking or needed for employees with a specific regulatory orientation (Kark and Van-Dijk, 2007). The creation of the context is a product of the leader’s communications with employees, including framing the standards of goals, descriptions of appropriate behavior, and provision of feedback (Sue-Chan et al., 2012).

Our research produces three key contributions to the literature. First, by identifying two specific coaching behaviors of leaders, we further integrate and extend the manager-as-coach literature. Previous studies tend to focus on a single leadership style without distinguishing functions in coaching activities (Steelman and Wolfeld, 2018), but our research differentiates two models of coaching behaviors, namely encourage-to-explore and guide-to-learn behaviors. Second, we contributed to active learning literature by emphasizing the role of leaders in learning interventions. Scholars have commonly investigated the effect of learning interventions in a broad environment (i.e., Keith and Frese, 2005; Bell and Kozlowski, 2008), while neglect how leaders play the role in these interventions. Our research thus fills in this gap. Third, by looking at the interacting effects of leaders’ coaching behaviors and employees’ regulatory focus on employees’ learning orientations, we seek to expand the scope of existing theory and clarify the conditions under which coaching could influence employee learning orientation more effectively by applying complementary fit theory.



LITERATURE BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES


Leaders’ Coaching Behaviors

Since the concept of coaching was introduced in the field of management by Mace (1950), the classifications and operationalizations have been discussed extensively in the existing literature (Sue-Chan et al., 2012; Dahling et al., 2016). Considerable studies regarding leaders’ behaviors show that coaching serves as a situational prime that can induce recipients to pursue the same goal in different ways (Higgins, 1997, 1998; Sue-Chan et al., 2012). Coaching is typically referred to a set of behaviors. For example, Redshaw (2000) defined coaching as giving guidance, encouragement, and support. Heslin et al. (2006) suggest that effective coaching behaviors include guidance, facilitation, and inspiration. Throughout coaching literature, two components of coaching have been commonly emphasized, including exploration encouragement and guidance.

Exploration and guidance have also been emphasized in the literature on active learning. To facilitate employees’ willingness to acquire knowledge and develop competence at work, an active learning environment includes components of exploration, guiding, and emotional control. Among all those components, exploration and guiding have been recognized as important parts of the direct leader’s responsibilities (Bezuijen et al., 2009). The need that “foster learning at and through work has far-reaching consequences for managers, who are expected to manage the workplace as a place fit for learning” has been gradually realized (Coetzer, 2007, p. 417). Leaders’ coaching can be regarded as the main source of learning context for employees (Sue-Chan et al., 2012), and the management and policies must work considering leader’s behavioral function (Ellinger et al., 2011). Accordingly, leaders may help develop their employees by encouraging and guiding. These two models of leader behaviors also represent the most frequently adopted methods in the managerial and coaching process (Redshaw, 2000; Heslin et al., 2006).

To integrate research regarding coaching behaviors and active learning, two specific coaching behaviors have been identified, namely encourage-to-explore and guide-to-learn behaviors. The encourage-to-explore behaviors imply that the leaders expect and encourage followers to engage in exploration or discovery learning, where minimal guidance is provided (Naveh et al., 2015). As the main dimensions of transformational leadership, intellectual stimulation and inspirational motivation emphasize the importance of energizing followers through novel and compelling approaches and encouraging followers to broaden their visions (Gong et al., 2009). From this perspective, some studies have mostly focused on how broadly explorative composites of leadership influence learning outcomes. For example, Shojaei et al. (2016) argued that transformational leadership which brings a change in attitude, beliefs, and values of followers will lead to achievement beyond expectations, and actions intended to improve an individual’s competence. Bezuijen et al. (2009) found that expectations from leaders were related to employee’s engagement in learning activities.

The guide-to-learn behaviors are characterized by leaders’ specified directions for employees’ learning strategy, where employees engage in systematic and pre-planned learning activities. In this model, leaders provide directions, goals, and learning frames to employees, as well as information and feedback on employees’ learning progress, which help employees to understand what else they should learn (Button et al., 1996; Dragoni, 2005; Bell and Kozlowski, 2010). However, previous research on the association between guiding behaviors and employee learning did not provide consistent conclusions. Based on the Pygmalion model, Bezuijen et al. (2009) explored the effect of leaders on employees learning through goal setting, and they found that leaders’ feedback was negatively related to employee engagement in learning activities. However, Pan et al. (2011) found that leader mentoring was positively related to personal learning and employee self-efficacy had a moderating effect on the relationship.



Effects of Leaders’ Coaching Behaviors on Employee Learning Orientation

Based on Atkinson’s (1964) achievement motivation theory, scholars have identified goal orientation as a motivational orientation that influences individuals’ interpretations and behaviors in achievement situations (Dweck and Leggett, 1988). The goal orientation reflects individuals’ self-development beliefs and how those beliefs influence interpretation and engagement with their environment. Some scholars have classified goal orientation into two categories: learning goal orientation and performance goal orientation (Dweck, 1986; Heyman and Dweck, 1992). Learning orientation has been defined as an internal mindset that motivates individuals to be concerned with and dedicated to developing their competence (Dweck, 1986, 2000; Dweck and Leggett, 1988). Individuals with a learning orientation would seek challenges that pursue more learning opportunities (Ames and Archer, 1988).

We expect that by encouraging employees to explore, leaders may enhance employees’ intrinsic motivation to learn, and thus, promoting their learning orientation. Specifically, when employees are encouraged to engage in active exploration by leaders, they can initiate learning activities and control learning processes without any specific instructions, and determine when and how to acquire new knowledge and expand their skills all by themselves (Taris et al., 2003; Bell and Kozlowski, 2010). In this way, they will be more likely to attribute their learning activities to internal factors rather than external determinants (Deci and Ryan, 1980). Previous research has also shown that intrinsic motivation can be enhanced through enactive exploration (Wood et al., 2000; Debowski et al., 2001). With a higher level of intrinsic motivation to learn, employees’ learning orientation will be enhanced (Leung et al., 2012).

Additionally, leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors may deliver learning information and cues to legitimize learning behaviors for employees, thereby enhancing their learning orientation. Specifically, employees commonly use social cues to explain the behaviors of the people around them and adjust their behaviors according to the information they obtained (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). When leaders encourage employees to engage in explorative activities such as independently seeking new ways to improve professionally, employees may acquire the information that self-oriented exploration is needed in their work. Therefore, they would engage in more exploration to develop their competences, and this tendency may enhance their learning orientation. Accordingly, we hypothesize as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors are positively related to employee learning orientation.

However, the relationship between guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation does not seem to be linear, and the guidance from leaders would promote employee learning orientation only to a certain extent. When leaders show low to moderate extent of guide-to-learn behaviors, employees will be provided with specific direction, goals, and learning frames, which may raise their aspiration and confidence to seek more learning opportunities (Debowski et al., 2001; Bell and Kozlowski, 2008). Additionally, they may also receive instruction and feedback on their performance from leaders, which could help them minimize errors and avoid failure during learning processes (Dweck, 1986). This may help them to learn and develop their competences more effectively (Naveh et al., 2015). Therefore, when they receive guidance from leaders, employees will be more likely to learn due to their enhanced learning confidence and competence, which may breed intrinsic motivation to learn and further enhance their learning orientation.

Nevertheless, when leaders provide too many instructions in learning activities and detailed feedback to employees, employee learning orientation may be subsequently reduced due to their decreased intrinsic motivation to learn. Specifically, when leaders raise too specific requirements, expectations, and instructions, employees may need to learn in the systematic and pre-planned manner directed by their leaders. In this way, they may lose autonomy in learning processes and tend to attribute their learning to complying with external leaders’ requirements rather than intrinsic motivation (Debowski et al., 2001). With the rise in external motivation and decline in intrinsic motivation, employees may exhibit lower learning orientation (Leung et al., 2012).

In addition, high amounts of feedback may also impair employee learning orientation due to the shift in attention focus. Specifically, when leaders provide too much feedback to employees, feedback interventions would move employees’ attention closer to the self-goal of reducing feedback-standard discrepancy and further away from the task (Kluger and Denisi, 1996). Accordingly, when received too much feedback from leaders, employees may struggle to narrow down the feedback-standard discrepancy rather than paying attention to the learning activity. This shift of attention focus may aggravate their external attribution to learn and further impair learning orientation. Accordingly, we hypothesize as follows:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation is curvilinear (inverted U-shaped).



The Moderating Effects of Employee Regulatory Focus


Complementary Fit Between Leaders’ Coaching Behaviors and Employees’ Regulatory Focus

How and when leaders affect and interact with recipients is not well understood because employees’ personal attributes also play a vital role in this relationship. Due to personal characteristics, different individuals would show different learning intentions even when they encounter similar leader behaviors. Several studies have suggested that learning environments interact with personal attributes to influence learning outcomes (Bell and Kozlowski, 2008; Gully and Chen, 2010). For example, Naveh et al. (2015) found that individual traits of openness to experience and conscientiousness play significant moderating roles in the relationship between active learning environment and errors in employees’ effort.

Within the research on exploring personal attributes, the individual regulatory focus is a critical variable that explains the motivational process of employee learning orientation. The hedonic principle, that is, people approach pleasure and avoid pain, has been the basic motivational principle in psychological theories. According to Higgins (1997, 1998), regulatory focus has been defined as the process in which people seek to align themselves with appropriate goals or standards (Brockner and Higgins, 2001). Higgins (1997) argued that people pursue two different kinds of regulatory foci in the process with which they approach pleasure and avoid pain: promotion focus and prevention focus. Individuals, who are promotion focused, are motivated by growth and development needs. They try to align themselves with their ideal selves, including their hopes, wishes, and aspirations. Individuals, who are prevention focused, are prompted by security needs, and they attempt to align themselves with their ought selves, including their duties, obligations, and responsibilities (Brockner and Higgins, 2001; Kark and Van-Dijk, 2007).

We propose that an individual’s regulatory focus will moderate the relationship between leaders’ coaching behavior and employee learning orientation from the perspective of complementary fit. As indicated by Kristof (1996), “fit is defined as the compatibility between people and organizations that occurs when: (a) at least one entity provides what the other need, or (b) they share similar fundamental characteristics, or (c) both” (pp. 4–5). When two entities possess different characteristics and at least one entity provides what the other entity needs or wants, complementary fit occurs (Kristof, 1996; Greguras and Diefendorff, 2009). The complementary fit between employees’ “needs” and environmental “supplies” will lead to positive outcomes (Harrison, 1978). Accordingly, we believe that leaders’ coaching behaviors will compensate employees with low levels of regulatory focus (see in Figure 1) and further affect their learning orientation. Detailed explanations are provided below.
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FIGURE 1. Complementary fit between leaders’ coaching behaviors and employee regulatory focus.




Complementary Fit Between Encourage-to-Explore Behaviors and Promotion Focus

Promotion focused people are more likely to notice and recall information relating to success (Higgins and Tykocinski, 1992) by showing high motivation and persistence in tasks (Shah et al., 1998), pursuing a more explorative processing style, considering alternative hypotheses (Friedman and Förster, 2001; Righetti et al., 2011), and using these approaches as a development strategy (Kark and Van-Dijk, 2007).

Employees with high level of promotion focus will proactively show willingness to take risks (Kark and Van-Dijk, 2007) and exhibit “exploratory” behaviors such as creativity and innovation (Förster et al., 2004). They will commonly exhibit greater intrinsic motivation for engaging in learning activities. However, when encouraged to explore by leaders frequently, employees may start to attribute their learning behaviors to the external factors, namely their leader’s encourage-to-explore behaviors. With the rise of external motivation and the decline of intrinsic motivation, their learning orientation will decrease (Bakker et al., 2012). As such, the influence of encourage-to-explore behaviors on learning orientation will be limited for the employees who have high level of promotion focus.

By contrast, due to their low needs for growth and development, employees with low level of promotion focus will be less inclined to learn spontaneously. They commonly show less intrinsic motivation and persistence towards tasks and engage less in explorative activities (Higgins, 1997; Shah et al., 1998; Sue-Chan et al., 2012). Therefore, complementary fit occurs when leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors compensate what they have lacked in learning motivation. Specifically, leaders deliver the information and expectation to expand knowledge and skills through encourage-to-explore behaviors, which help employees increase confidence and engagement in the learning process (Noe et al., 2010). Furthermore, when expected and encouraged to explore by leaders, low prevention focused employees can initiate their learning activities and determine the learning processes (Bell and Kozlowski, 2010). Instead of receiving specific instructions from their leaders, they initiate their learning activities all by themselves. In such a way, they may start to learn and attribute their learning behaviors to internal motivation. Therefore, leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors compensate for their less internal motivation to learn, thus promote their learning orientation. Accordingly, we hypothesize as follows:

Hypothesis 3: Employee promotion focus moderates the relationship between leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors and employee learning orientation, such that the effect will be more positive for employees with low level of promotion focus.



Complementary Fit Between Guide-to-Learn Behaviors and Prevention Focus

People who are prevention focused tend to pay attention to information that will help them avoid failure and negative outcomes (Lockwood et al., 2002); require concrete and specific task-relevant information (Friedman and Förster, 2001); and are conservative regarding risky activities, including exploration and innovation (Förster et al., 2004).

For employees with low level of prevention focus, leaders’ directions, instructions, and detailed feedback may complement their security needs and compensate their lack of disposition to learn. In this regard, the relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employees’ learning orientation would be positive. However, this positive relationship may only exist up to a certain extent because employee may feel less intrinsic motivation and more pressure to learn when leaders exhibit too many guide-to-learn behaviors (Debowski et al., 2001). Thus, it leads to a negative relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employees’ learning orientation.

Provided with guide-to-learn coaching, employees with high prevention focus may also perceive complementary fit similar to those who have low levels of prevention focus. However, strain and stress caused by leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors may exhibit strong negative effect than the benefits which fit brings. Specifically, employees with high level of prevention focus commonly show stronger intention to avoid negative outcomes and risky activities (e.g., learning). When leaders provide specific instructions and feedback toward learning activities, those employees may feel strain and stress because they are forced to do what they normally avoid (Edwards, 1996). Moreover, since people with high prevention focused are more conservative about learning, they may follow a leader’s instructions and suggestions to learn much more carefully instead of actively seeking learning opportunities. Therefore, they are more likely to attribute learning activities to external motivations, instead of intrinsic motivation (Gagné and Deci, 2005). Less intrinsic motivation to learn would lead to less subsequent learning orientation (Leung et al., 2012). To summarize, the more guide-to-learn behaviors their leaders show, the less learning orientation focus will be obtained for employees with high prevention focus. Accordingly, we hypothesize as follows:

Hypothesis 4: Employee prevention focus moderates the relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation such that when the level of prevention focus is low, there is an inverted U-shaped relationship between guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation. When the level of prevention focus is high, there is a negative association between guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation.

The overall framework encompassing these four hypotheses is demonstrated in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2. Research model.






MATERIALS AND METHODS

We conducted two studies to test our hypotheses. In Study 1, we test the hypotheses using scenarios of leader behavior with the data collected from undergraduate students. In Study 2, we test the hypotheses with paired data from employees and their direct leaders working in a state-owned enterprise.


Study 1


Sample and Procedure

We employed two 2 × 2 between-subjects experiments (experiment 1a and 1b) online. Experiment 1a aimed to test the interactive effect between encourage-to-explore behavior (more or less) and promotion focus (low or high). Experiment 1b was designed to test the interactive effect between guide-to-learn behavior (more or less) and prevention focus (low or high). We recruited 61 participants in experiment 1a and 63 participants in experiment 1b. Participants were undergraduate students and postgraduate students majoring in management from a university in China.

Although it is ideal to manipulate regulatory focus and previous studies have shown effective ways to manipulate promotion focus versus prevention focus (e.g., Pham and Avnet, 2004; Kirmani and Zhu, 2007), it is not common to manipulate regulatory focus at different levels (e.g., high/low level of promotion focus, high/low level of prevention focus). Therefore, at the beginning of the experiment, we asked participants in each experiment to rate themselves on the promotion/prevention scale. Then, we categorized them into groups with different levels of regulatory focus by comparing their ratings with the median. For example, in Experiment 1a, those who obtained lower promotion focus ratings than the median of all participants’ ratings were labeled as having “low level of promotion focus.” Accordingly, in each experiment, half of the participants were labeled as having “low level of promotion focus (n = 30)/prevention focus (32)” and half were labeled as having “high level of promotion focus (n = 31)/prevention focus (31)”.

After a quick categorization by using our designed program, participants in groups with high/low level of regulatory focus were randomly and equally distributed in two scenarios. They were asked to complete questionnaires following a vivid image for themselves in this specific context of the scenario. In Experiment 1a, participants’ average age was 21.31 (ranging from 18 to 26). Among them, 39.3% were male and 60.7% of them were female. In experiment 1b, the average age of the participants was 20.683 (ranging from 18 to 23), where 42.9% were male and 57.1% were female.



Scenarios and Manipulations


Leaders’ Coaching Behaviors

According to the use of scenarios in leadership studies (e.g., Christie et al., 2011; Kark et al., 2015), two scenarios were developed based on items of measurement in study 1. The scenarios described a similar work situation but had different leader’ coaching behaviors: one scenario used encourage-to-explore behaviors and the second used guide-to-learn behaviors. The scenarios were as following:



Encourage-to-Explore Behaviors

Suppose you are working at company A, which specializes in producing high-tech products. Patent-inventing is the major responsibility for employees. Since you have entered the company, Li Lei, the leader of your R&D team, is your direct supervisor. In your work, Li Lei, instead of providing you with specific work guidance and working plan, (frequently/occasionally) encourages you to explore how to complete your assignments more effectively and efficiently. On the one hand, for the tasks you are already familiar with, he (frequently/occasionally) motivates you to reflect on novel working methods to enhance your professional competence. On the other hand, he (frequently/occasionally) inspires you to make efforts to cope with emerging problems and tasks, during which mistakes or failures will be considered as necessary steps toward acquiring new knowledge. In addition, Li Lei always (frequently/occasionally) encourages you to keep learning advanced knowledge and skills and to try putting them into practice during work.



Guide-to-Learn Behaviors

Suppose you are working at company A, which specializes in producing high-tech products. Patent-inventing is the major responsibility for employees. Since you have entered the company, Li Lei, the leader of your R&D team, is your direct supervisor. In your group meeting, Li Lei (frequently/occasionally) clearly informs every group member of the work assignments, project requirements, and existing problems of the group. He also (frequently/occasionally) makes detailed working plans for everyone and attempts to ensure everyone is on board through repeated communication. During work, Li Lei (frequently/occasionally) keeps a close eye on his employees and offers specific guidance on how to complete the assignments more effectively and efficiently based on his experiences. Meanwhile, Li Lei (frequently/occasionally) records your work performance and progress, and then, he provides timely feedback regarding current shortcomings and how to make improvements.

(For those who were assigned to the scenario of more coaching behaviors, we chose the word “frequently” in parentheses; “Occasionally” in parentheses was applied for participants who were assigned to the scenario of less coaching behaviors).



Manipulation Check

To assess the scenarios’ content validity, at the end of the scenario, participants were asked to indicate their perception on leaders’ coaching behavior on a seven-point Likert-type scale, ranging from not at all (1) to completely (7). The questionnaires were adapted from Naveh et al. (2015) study. The encourage-to-explore behaviors were assessed on six items, including “The leader encourages the followers to try new things at work” and “The leader frequently encourages the followers to seek by themselves new ways to improve professionally.” The guide-to-learn behaviors were assessed on five items, including “The leader frequently instructs the followers on how to improve their performance” and “The leader frequently gives the followers feedback on what else they need to learn.” The α-coefficient for encourage-to-explore behaviors was 0.888 and for guide-to-learn behaviors was 0.841.

Results of a t-test analysis showed that the ratings of encourage-to-explore behavior are higher in high EE scenario group (N = 31, M = 6.306, SD = 0.574) than in low EE scenario group (N = 30, M = 4.828, SD = 1.006), t (59) = 7.375, p < 0.001. The scores for guide-to-lead behavior are higher in high GL scenario group (N = 32, M = 6.281, SD = 0.422) than in low GL scenario group (N = 31, M = 4.968, SD = 0.517), t (61) = 11.037, p < 0.001. These indicated good manipulations.




Measures

Since all original scales are in English, we applied translation and back-translation to confirm the accuracy of the translation into Chinese (Brislin, 1986).


Regulatory Focus of Employees

Promotion/Prevention scales were adapted from Lockwood et al. (2002). Promotion focus was assessed with nine items, including “I frequently imagine how I will achieve my hopes and aspirations” and “I often think about the person I would ideally like to be in the future.” Prevention focus was assessed with nine items, including “In general, I am focused on preventing negative events in my life” and “I am anxious that I will fall short of my responsibilities and obligations.” The respondents responded to the items using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). The α-coefficient for employee promotion focus was 0.859 (in Experiment 1a) and the α-coefficient for employee prevention focus (in Experiment 1b) was 0.758.



Employee Learning Orientation

We adopted Gong et al. (2009) six-item scale to assess individual learning orientation. Sample items included “I prefer tasks that really challenge me so I can learn new things” and “I desire to completely master my job.” The respondents responded to the items using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). The α-coefficient for employee learning orientation was 0.730 (in experiment 1a) and 0.674 (in experiment 1b).



Control Variables

The control variables used in study 1: (a) gender, (b) age (in years), and (c) trait anxiety, which controlled the level of emotional control in Bell and Kozlowski’s (2008) model. Naveh et al. (2015) insisted that the level of each individual’s anxiety should be considered when investigating the potential association between level of anxiety and learning, as the learning process may be difficult and stressful.




Results

The means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables in study 1 are presented in Table 1. To confirm the random assignment of individual regulatory focus to the scenario conditions, we conducted a MANOVA with the scenario conditions as independent variables. Results demonstrated a non-significant effect in both experiment 1a [F(1,59) = 1.642, ns] and experiment 1b [F(1,61) = 0.525, ns], showing that there were no significant differences for individual regulatory focus between each scenario conditions in two experiments.


TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations (Study 1).

[image: Table 1]
Hypothesis 1 proposes that leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors are positively related to employee learning orientation. We ran an analysis of variance (ANOVA) in SPSS22.0 with the two encourage-to-explore behavior experimental conditions (more encourage-to-explore behavior vs. less encourage-to-explore behavior) as independent variables and learning orientation as the dependent variable. Results demonstrated a significant effect [F(1,59) = 4.792, p < 0.05]. Respondents under more leaders’ encourage-to-explore behavior reported higher learning orientation (MLEE = 5.228, MMEE = 5.560)1. This, thus, supported Hypothesis 1.

To test Hypothesis 3, we conducted a 2 × 2 analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS22.0 with the two encourage-to-explore behavior experimental conditions and two promotion focus conditions (low level of promotion focus coded as 0 vs. high level of promotion focus coded as 1) as independent variables, control variables (gender, age, and trait anxiety) as co-variables, and learning orientation as the dependent variable. The results are shown in Table 2. As shown in the table, the moderating effect of promotion focus on the relationship between encourage-to-explore behavior and learning orientation is significant [F(1, 54) = 9.320, [image: image], p < 0.01]. Specifically, for individuals with low level of promotion focus, when compared to the effect of less encourage-to-explore behaviors (N = 15, M = 4.890, SD = 0.705), more encourage-to-explore behaviors induce greater learning orientation (N = 15, M = 5.600, SD = 0.499) was seen. However, for individuals with high level of promotion focus, the effect of more encourage-to-explore behaviors on learning orientation (N = 16, M = 5.520, SD = 0.354) yield no significant difference from the effect of less encourage-to-explore behaviors (N = 15, M = 5.736, SD = 0.379).


TABLE 2. Results of analysis of covariance (Study 1).
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Post hoc comparisons were also conducted by applying the Bonferroni method. Results demonstrated that there was a significant difference between low-promotion/low encourage-to-explore condition and low-promotion/high encourage-to-explore condition (mean difference = −0.711, SE = 0.233, P < 0.01, 95%CI = [−1.345, −0.077]).

Figure 3 depicts the moderating effect. This thus supported Hypothesis 3, which proposes that the positive association between encourage-to-explore behaviors and employee learning will be stronger for employees with the low level of promotion focus.
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FIGURE 3. The moderating effect of regulatory focus (Study 1).


In experiment 1b, we aim to verify the interactive effect between guide-to-learn behaviors and prevention focus on learning orientation. Results of ANOVA indicated that respondents supervised by more guide-to-learn behaviors reported less learning orientation than those who were supervised by less guide-to-learn behaviors (MLGL = 4.670, MMGL = 4.542)2. The effect was slightly significant [F(1,61) = 3.382, p < 0.1]. Additionally, as shown in Table 2, the moderating effect of prevention focus on the relationship between guide-to-learn behaviors and learning orientation is slightly significant [F(1, 56) = 3.542, [image: image], p < 0.1]. Specifically, as shown in Figure 3, for individuals with low level of prevention focus, the effect of more guide-to-learn behaviors on learning orientation (N = 16, M = 5.063, SD = 0.637) showed less difference from the effect of less guide-to-learn behaviors (N = 16, M = 5.073, SD = 0.696).

While for individuals with high level of prevention focus, more guide-to-learn behaviors proved to induce less learning orientation (N = 16, M = 5.010, SD = 0.654) than less guide-to-learn behaviors (N = 15, M = 5.668, SD = 0.718). This partially supported Hypothesis 4, which proposes that when the level of prevention focus is high, there is a negative association between guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation. The results of post hoc comparisons showed that high-prevention/low guide-to-learn condition was significantly different from high-prevention/high guide-to-learn condition (mean difference = 0.772, SE = 0.228, P < 0.01, 95%CI = [−1.392, −0.153]).

In study 1, we examined our hypotheses with two experiments. While Hypotheses 1 and 3 were supported, H2 was not supported and H4 was partially supported. As it is difficult to manipulate low, moderate, and high level of guide-to-learn behaviors in the experiment, the proposed inverted U-shaped relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation should be verified by other methods.




Study 2

To further validate the results of Study 1 in the workplace context and test hypotheses, which are difficult to be verified by experiment design, we conduct another study (Study 2) with paired data from working employees and their supervisors.


Sample and Procedure

The sample of study 2 included 334 pairs of employees and their direct supervisors in 22 departments at a large state-owned enterprise in China. Overall, the participants represent hundreds of branches and departments in all parts of China. The mean age of employees was 41.63 years (SD = 7.68), with ages ranging from 20 to 58 years. Females constituted 38% of the participants and 62% were males. The average work experience of the employees was 20.62 years. The average age of leaders was 46.52. Among the leaders, 28.38% were female and 71.62% were male.

Paper copies of the study’s questionnaires were distributed separately to the employees and their direct supervisors through the department chiefs. We encoded each piece of the questionnaires in envelopes and asked the department chiefs to deliver them in pairs according to the codes. First, surveys were distributed to 350 supervisors asking them to evaluate their frequent coaching behaviors. Then about a week later, the department chiefs withdrew previous questionnaires and gave other surveys to the followers. The independent-variable questionnaires were distributed to supervisors and the dependent-variable questionnaires were distributed to followers. Before distributing the survey instrument, the original scales were translated into Chinese and then back translated into English by two bilingual speakers to check the accuracy of the translation (Brislin, 1986).



Measures


Leaders’ Coaching Behaviors

The items measuring coaching behaviors were derived from the study of Naveh et al. (2015), and leaders were asked to access the measurement of their coaching behaviors, six items for encourage-to-explore and 5 items for guide-to-learn, respectively. The leaders responded to the items using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). The α-coefficients for encourage-to-explore behaviors and guide-to-learn behaviors were 0.930 and 0.962, respectively.



Regulatory Focus of Employees

Participants were instructed to rate their regulatory focus on the same scale in study 1 (Lockwood et al., 2002). The participants responded to the items using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). The α-coefficients for promotion focus and prevention focus were 0.860 and 0.834, respectively.



Employee Learning Orientation

We adopted Gong et al. (2009) six-item scale to assess individual learning orientation at the work setting. The participants responded to the items using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly agree”). The α-coefficient for employee learning orientation was 0.919.



Control Variables

The following control variables were used in study 2: (a) gender, (b) age (in years), and (c) trait anxiety, which controlled the level of emotional control.




Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 22.0 with maximum likelihood estimations to examine the measurement model fit and common method bias. We tested the model that consisted of five factors, including encourage-to-explore behaviors (six items), guide-to-learn behaviors (five items), promotion focus of employee (nine items), prevention focus of employee (nine items), and employee learning orientation (six items). Results showed that the expected five-factor model fit the data well (χ2 = 0.66, df = 497, χ2/df = 3.43, NNFI = 0.92, CFI = 0.87, IFI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.08). All the standardized factor loadings in the model were above 0.50 (the majority of the loadings were above 0.70). Additionally, given that we collected data from a single source, our data are susceptible to common source bias. Following the recommendation by Podsakoff et al. (2003), we applied the single unmeasured latent method. Results of one-factor model in which all items were allowed to load on one factor showed a poor fit level (χ2 = 5,842.09, df = 487, χ2/df = 12.00, NNFI = 0.41, CFI = 0.40, IFI = 0.40, RMSEA = 0.18). Since the expected five-factor model yielded better fit, the common method bias was not a severe problem in our study.



Results

Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables in this study.


TABLE 3. Means, standard deviations, and correlations (Study 2).
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In study 2, regressions were conducted to test the hypotheses using SPSS 22.0. The results were shown in Table 4. Each variable was centered for product terms before computing the multiplicative terms. To test Hypothesis 1, we regressed supervisor-rated encourage-to-explore behaviors on employee-rated employee learning orientation. As Hypothesis 1 proposed, leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors had a positive relationship with employee learning orientation (β = 0.109, p < 0.05), shown in Model 2 (Table 4). Hypothesis 1 was supported: leaders’ exploration-encouraging behaviors can improve followers’ learning orientation. To test Hypothesis 2, we regressed employee learning orientation on control variables, guide-to-learn behaviors squared, the interaction between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employees’ prevention focus, and the interaction between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors squared and employees’ prevention focus. As Hypothesis 2 proposed, leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors squared had a negative and significant relationship with employee learning orientation (β = −0.109, p < 0.01), shown in Model 4 (Table 4). Hypothesis 2 was supported: leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation showed an inverted U-shaped relationship, with the highest level of employee learning orientation at intermediate levels of the leader’s guiding behaviors.


TABLE 4. Results of regression analyses of coaching behaviors on employee learning (Study 2).
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Hypothesis 3 proposed that employees’ promotion focus would moderate the association between encourage-to-explore behaviors and employee learning orientation. In Model 3 (Table 4), the multiplicative term between encourage-to-explore behaviors and promotion focus was introduced into the regression equation, and the product term significantly and negatively associated with the employee learning orientation (β = −0.106, p < 0.05). Hypothesis 3 was thus supported. Consistent with the results of the moderation effects, a simple slopes analysis showed that the association between leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors and employee learning orientation was positive and significant in the low promotion focus group (1SD below the mean, simple slope = 0.167, t = 2.709, p < 0.01), but the association was non-significant in the high promotion focus group (1SD above the mean, simple slope = −0.045, t = −0.694, p > 0.1), shown in the plotted figure (Figure 4).


[image: image]

FIGURE 4. The moderating effect of promotion focus (Study 2). Note: High refers to 1SD above the mean; and Low refers to 1SD below the mean. EE refers to encourage-to-explore behaviors.


Hypothesis 4 proposed that employee prevention focus positively moderates the relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation. In Model 5 (Table 4), the interaction between prevention focus and guide-to-learn behaviors squared was significantly and positively associated with employee learning orientation (β = 0.229, p < 0.01). Hypothesis 4 was thus supported.

Figure 5 illustrates that the curvilinear relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation depended on the level of employees’ prevention focus. When an individual’s level of prevention focus was high (1SD above the mean), the association between guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation was not significant (β = −0.028, ns), and the association between guide-to-learn behaviors squared and employee learning orientation was not significant (β = −0.063, ns) as well. When the individual’s level of prevention focus was low (1SD below the mean), leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors squared had a negative and significant relationship with employee learning orientation (β = −0.552, p < 0.01) and there was an inverted U-shaped relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation.
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FIGURE 5. The moderating effect of prevention focus (Study 2). Note: High refers to 1SD above the mean; and Low refers to 1SD below the mean. GL refers to guide-to-learn behaviors.






DISCUSSION


Theoretical Contributions

This study makes several significant contributions to the field. First, by identifying two styles of leaders’ coaching behaviors and examine their effects separately, this study contributed to the literature on leadership. Previous studies have demonstrated the positive associations between general leadership styles and employee learning, including transformational leadership (Chi and Huang, 2014), authentic leadership (Mehmood and Hamstra, 2016), servant leadership (Tang et al., 2016), as well as coaching (Matsuo, 2018). The results of this study showed that leader’s encourage-to-explore and guide-to-learn behaviors have effects on employee learning orientation, which further supported existing findings. Moreover, our findings have filled in the research gap on the functions of different and specific type of coaching behaviors (Kim et al., 2013; Steelman and Wolfeld, 2018). Specifically, we identified two types of coaching behaviors including encourage-to-explore and guide-to-learn behaviors. Results demonstrated that encourage-to-explore behaviors promote employees’ learning orientation, while guide-to-learn behaviors showed an inverted U-shaped relationship with employees’ learning orientation. Once above a certain level, guidance from leaders does more to undermine employees learning willingness rather than promoting them. These results thus enrich current leadership literature by examining how specific type of coaching behaviors affect employee outcomes.

Second, this study extends the research of active learning by emphasizing the role of leaders in learning interventions. The active learning literature has demonstrated that learning interventions, such as exploratory learning (McDaniel and Schlager, 1990), error management training (Keith and Frese, 2008), and guided exploration (Bell and Kozlowski, 2002) enhance important learning outcomes. However, most of them have commonly explored the effect of learning interventions in a broad environment, ignoring the role of leaders playing in these interventions. This study expands this by investigating how leaders carrying out learning interventions, including encourage-to-explore and guide-to-learn behaviors. Results show that while encourage-to-explore behaviors always produce good outcomes, guide-to-learn behaviors demonstrated the “Too-much-of-a-Good-Thing (TMGT)” effect (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). This finding provides further support that although active learning approaches commonly benefit trainees, it not always associated with better outcomes (Bell and Kozlowski, 2008).

Third, by exploring the moderating role of regulatory focus in the relationship between leaders’ coaching behaviors and employee learning orientation, our research contributed to the research on complementary fit. Results showed that for employees with low promotion focus, more encourage-to-explore behaviors induce greater learning orientation; while for employees who are highly promotion focused, more encourage-to-explore behaviors yield no significant difference. This is consistent with previous studies of complementary fit (e.g., Kausel and Slaughter, 2011; Ehrhardt and Ragins, 2019). Moreover, we also extend existing studies of complementary fit to the curvilinear perspective. This study revealed that when employees have low level of prevention focus, there was an inverted U-shaped relationship between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation. Since the curvilinear effect of complementary fit has not been proved previously, our paper shed light on the importance to investigate the boundary conditions of complementary fit.



Practical Implications

We have shown the importance of employee learning orientation for both individuals and organizations, and it is of great practical value to examine their facilitators in the workplace. Our results imply that managers need to reap the benefits of employee learning by adopting appropriate coaching styles. We proved that both encourage-to-explore behaviors and guide-to-learn behaviors would facilitate employees’ learning orientation. Therefore, for general managers who are not able to provide specific guidance to employees due to lack of specialized skills, encourage-to-explore can be considered as an alternative way to promote employees’ learning orientation. If managers are capable of guiding employees to learn, they should know that too much guiding behaviors may also be detrimental to employee learning orientation. One good way is to exhibit guide-to-learn coaching with a certain level. Additionally, employees’ regulatory focus should be considered as well during the coaching process. Since employees with higher levels of regulatory focus cannot be easily affected by leaders’ coaching behaviors, a more desirable way to encourage their learning is to provide a relaxed environment and sufficient support. Managers can focus more on employees with lower levels of regulatory focus, with whom their learning motivation can be significantly promoted by coaching behaviors. Specifically, for employees with lower levels of promotion focus, managers can provide more encouragements to exploratory activities. Whereas for employees with lower levels of prevention focus, proper guidance is beneficial for learning, but too many guiding behaviors may result in employees’ dependence on leaders and loss of their learning autonomy. To summarize, leaders’ coaching behaviors may increase employees’ learning orientation, depending on the styles and levels of coaching behaviors, as well as on employees’ regulatory focus.



Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study contributes to the research in the field of coaching behaviors and employee learning, but it also has some potential limitations in several aspects. First, there were some concerns regarding the methodology and data. Specifically, we measured leaders’ learning promotion behaviors and employee learning by self-report scales in study 2, as we aimed to discover how leaders’ intentions to promote employee learning affect employees’ learning orientation. The multi-source design enables us to alleviate the common method bias. However, our temporally lagged design cannot rule out the possibility that the learning orientation of employees brings out different leader behaviors. Additionally, although we designed an experiment to clarify the causality in study 1, the U-shaped effects have not been proved and the undergraduate sample limits the generality of the findings. Therefore, we encourage future research to test this hypothesis more rigorously through multiple time points for measurement or field experiments. A longitudinal design could also be conducted to strengthen the possibility of inferring causality. When addressing the concern for data, another limitation was our limited samples and departments. Collecting data about workplace learning orientation and learning behavior in organizations is challenging, and researchers are still working on increasing the reliability and validity of existing measures (Naveh et al., 2015). Future research may compare the relationship between coaching behavior and learning across the professional career, adding more types of industries and jobs to the sample.

Second, the difference between leaders’ coaching behaviors and active learning environments was not considered in this study, as we did not collect data at the team level to assess shared climate perceptions. To avoid the practice effect or fatigue effect, we did not measure the learning orientation of participants before the manipulation in study 1, so control groups could be set for comparison in future studies. For future research, it would be worthwhile to explore how leaders’ intentions to promote employee learning affect actual employee learning behaviors, which can be assessed by other colleagues.

Third, although we proposed that individual regulatory focus may moderate the relationship between leaders’ coaching behavior and employees’ learning orientation, we just focused on two conditions: (a) the interaction between leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors and employees’ promotion focus, and (b) the interaction between leaders’ guide-to-learn behaviors and employees’ prevention focus. We chose to explore these two conditions because based on prior findings, employees with promotion focus may typically have a better regulatory fit with the leader who provides a promotion-oriented coaching manner, while employees with prevention focus may typically experience a better regulatory fit with the leader who provides a prevention-oriented coaching manner (Sue-Chan et al., 2012; Lin et al., 2017). Encourage-to-explore behaviors encourage explorative activities and novel working approaches, which is a typically promotion-oriented coaching manner (Righetti et al., 2011); while guide-to-learn behaviors has been shown to prime a prevention orientation which aims to avoid failure during employees’ work process (Hong and Lee, 2008; Sue-Chan et al., 2012). Therefore, we chose to investigate how regulatory fit affect employees in this study. We didn’t examine the mechanism on how regulatory mismatch affects employee learning, including (c) encourage-to-explore behavior and employee prevention focus; and (d) guide-to-learn behavior and employee promotion focus. Future studies are encouraged to explore these two conditions as well.

Finally, we did not explore the internal mechanism in the association between leader behaviors and employee learning orientation. Leaders’ coaching behaviors can encourage employees to learn through exceeding their intrinsic motivation or specific emotions, and therefore, different leader behaviors may work on learning orientation in different ways. An interesting direction for empirical research is to discuss the procedural mechanism by which leaders’ coaching behaviors impact employees’ learning orientation.




CONCLUSION

We theoretically proposed and empirically examined the associations between leaders’ coaching behaviors and employee learning orientation, which were moderated by employees’ regulatory focus. The findings of this study demonstrated that leaders’ encourage-to-explore behaviors and guide-to-learn behaviors have different impacts on employee learning orientation, and employees’ promotion- and prevention-regulatory foci have different moderating effects on the relationships. Spcifically, encourage-to-explore behaviors were positively related to employee learning orientation. Guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation had an inverted U-shape relationship. When employees’ level of promotion focus was low, encourage-to-explore behaviors were positively and significantly related to employee learning orientation. When employees’ level of prevention focus was low, there was a significant curvilinear (inverted U-shaped) relationship between guide-to-learn behaviors and employee learning orientation.
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FOOTNOTES

1LEE means less encourage-to-explore behaviors; MEE means more encourage-to-explore behaviors.

2LGL means less guide-to-learn behaviors; MGL means more guide-to-learn behaviors.
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