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Authentic leaders are consistent with the expectations of Chinese traditional cultural values for leaders. The purpose of this study is to take team internal social capital (TISC) as the mediating variable and individual absorptive capacity as the moderating variable to explore the relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge. We collected 337 questionnaires from China and used linear regression to explore the influencing mechanisms and boundary conditions. The study results showed that the trickle-down of authentic leadership and the trickle-round of TISC can directly promote employees’ taking charge. Further, individual absorptive capacity positively moderated the relationship between TISC and taking charge. Our study provides a new perspective of leadership support for employees to implement taking charge in the context of high-power distance in China. From the perspective of authentic leadership, it is verified that leadership support is a necessary condition to motivate employees to implement proactive behavior. Moreover, compared with the research on the influence of leadership on proactive behavior, team-related and organization-related factors have not received enough attention. According to the social learning theory, we constructed an integrated framework for the first time in which leadership, team, and individual jointly affect taking charge.
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1. Introduction

In the digital age, organizations face more uncertainty. Employees take the initiative to change work behavior to constructively complete work, which can effectively promote the functional change of the organization (Grant et al., 2009). It is an important way to enhance organizational response to environmental uncertainty and dynamics. Taking charge refers to that employees take voluntary, proactive, and constructive actions to achieve organizational function change based on change orientation in order to improve the organizational operation (Morrison and Phelps, 1999). Taking charge represents proactive, change or challenge-oriented forms of citizenship (Grant et al., 2011; Zheng et al., 2017). Employees’ proactive change behavior to organizational functions and technical methods can stimulate the creativity, adaptability, and vitality of the organization (Moon et al., 2008; Parker and Collins, 2010). At the same time, taking charge can bring individuals higher performance, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment (Kim et al., 2015; Kim and Liu, 2017).

Leadership behavior is an important situational variable to cultivate employees’ proactive work behavior (Belschak and Den Hartog, 2010). In the Chinese organizational situation, there is a high-power distance between leaders and members. Employees tend to comply with role norms (Farh et al., 2007) and are less willing to implement change and challenging behavior that may offend the authority of leaders (Grant et al., 2011). Which kind of leaders are more likely to support change and challenging behavior becomes a question worth exploring. Authentic leaders refer to leaders whose external behaviors are consistent with their internal values (Gardner et al., 2005). Authentic leaders have good self-cultivation and exemplary roles, which is consistent with the expectations of Chinese traditional cultural values for leaders and has an important influence on the behavior of employees in the organization (Avolio et al., 2004; Hannah et al., 2011; Karadakal et al., 2015). Authentic leadership in the workplace occurs when leaders express their true selves (Leroy et al., 2015). However, the relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge remains to be verified, and the influencing mechanism between them is still unclear.

According to the social learning theory, the behavioral norms of authentic leaders can cause employees to imitate and learn, and their authenticity and openness can promote the exchange of information and resources among team members. Team internal social capital (TISC) represents the team’s ability to acquire information and resources. Authentic leadership may have a positive relationship with TISC. The formation of TISC provides an important condition for individual to propose new technologies, new methods, and problems when they take the initiative to change. In addition, the social learning theory proposes that the observer’s imitative learning is not only affected by the role model, but also by the observer’s willingness and ability to learn (Bandura, 1977). Individuals with strong learning and absorptive capacity can gain more useful clues about resources and technologies from the interaction norms of the group. In other words, the observer’s learning and absorptive capacity may play an important moderating effect between TISC and taking charge.

We have carried out the following studies and made contributions. First, we proposed and verified the positive correlation between authentic leadership and taking charge, and taken TISC as a mediating variable to analyze the influencing mechanism among them. This study provides a new perspective of leadership support for employees to implement taking charge in the situation of high-power distance in China. From the perspective of authentic leadership, it is verified that leadership support is a necessary condition to motivate employees to implement proactive behavior (Crant, 2000). In addition to leader-related factors, Cai et al. (2019) called on researchers to consider more the influence of team or organizational situational factors on proactive behavior. Our study on the relationship between TISC and taking charge is a positive response to the above call. Second, according to the social learning theory, we proposed that absorptive capacity plays a moderating role between TISC and taking charge. For the first time, we have built an integrated framework in which leadership, team, and individual jointly affect taking charge, and verified that those individuals with strong learning and absorptive capacity can obtain more resources and technologies from the interaction norms of the group. It provides key conditions for employees to take the initiative to change.



2. Theory and hypothesis


2.1. Social learning theory

Bandura’s social learning theory proposes that individuals acquire new things by observing, imitating, and learning the behaviors of others (Bandura, 1977). The learning effectiveness of the observer is related to the demonstrator, observer, and learning situation. For the demonstrators, observers are more likely to learn from those who have great power, high status, and strong ability. For the observers, the observer’s ability, motivation, confidence, and other factors will affect the learning process and effectiveness. In terms of the learning situation, the similarity between the demonstrator and observer will affect the effectiveness of learning. According to the social learning theory, employees learn from leaders, which is seen as trickle-down. Employees learn from team members, which is considered as trickle-round.



2.2. Authentic leadership and taking charge

Authentic leaders have the qualities of authenticity, integrity, and fairness, which provide a model for employees to learn and imitate their behaviors. Authentic leadership is regarded as the “root construct” of other positive leadership forms (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). Authentic leaders have a strong sense of self-regulation, show a more open mind to uncertain things and various changes, and will not easily abandon the idea because of its risk (Walumbwa et al., 2008). The inclusiveness and openness of authentic leaders are key characteristics that inspire team members to communicate with each other and share new knowledge and ideas. Neider and Schriesheim (2011) divided authentic leadership into four dimensions: self-awareness, relational transparency, internalized moral perspective, and balanced processing.

Self-awareness is a positive self-concept. Leaders have a clear understanding of their strengths and weaknesses (Zheng et al., 2022) and have an accurate assessment of themselves. Authentic leaders focus on cultivating subordinates’ strengths and broadening their thinking (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2005). Authentic leaders serve as a model for employees to learn and imitate their behavior styles. In the process of communication and behavior learning with authentic leaders, employees will enhance their self-evaluation behaviors and strengths use. Previous research has shown that employees with a high level of strengths use will show more proactive behavior at work (Harzer and Ruch, 2014) and can better adapt to change behavior (Dubreuil et al., 2014).

Relational transparency shows that authentic leaders show themselves to employees in a real and honest way, share information and emotions with employees actively, encourage employees to express their true thoughts and opinions, and can establish a good trust relationship with employees (Gill and Caza, 2018). Chiaburu and Baker (2006) found that there is a positive relationship between trust tendency and employees’ taking charge. Authentic leaders provide an atmosphere for employees to freely express their views and ideas (Gardner et al., 2005). Morrison and Phelps (1999) found that the openness of managers is positively correlated with employees’ taking charge. Openness makes employees face lower risks and higher support for implementing change behavior (Cai et al., 2019). In addition, Leroy et al. (2015) proposed that authentic leaders provide task-related honest feedback to followers, which is intended to promote the growth of followers. This means that subordinates can get task-related valuable information and suggestions from authentic leaders, which provides favorable support for the improvement of subordinates’ task procedures and efficiency.

Internalized moral perspective means that leaders have clear moral standards and values. When facing moral dilemmas and social pressure, they adhere to their moral standards and values as the basis of decision-making. The high standard of internalized ethics of authentic leaders has improved employees’ sense of job security (Borgersen et al., 2014; Zheng et al., 2022). The high internalized moral perspective of authentic leaders can encourage employees to express their views on work issues (Novitasari et al., 2020), which is conducive to increasing employees’ initiative to implement risky change behavior.

Balanced processing means that leaders respect facts and balance various opinions to make decisions in a fair and objective manner (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Such leaders can accept the views of challenging their status (Gardner et al., 2005). Ilies et al. (2005) proposed that unbiased processing is an indicator of psychological authenticity, which can promote authentic leaders to seek challenging situations with learning potential. The learning and challenge orientation will cause the followers to imitate and learn, and then improve the followers’ ability on work tasks (Dweck, 2000), which is helpful to change the working methods and solve problems. Authentic leaders serve as examples of integrity and fairness in behavior (Avolio et al., 2004), Banks et al. (2016) proposed that the information balance processing of authentic leaders is conducive to the followers to obtain the resources, guidance, and help they need to perform their duties. These provide important conditions for followers to take the initiative to change work and effectively solve problems.


Hypothesis 1: Authentic leadership is positively correlated with taking charge.
 



2.3. Authentic leadership and team internal social capital

Leaders support is an important condition for the team to acquire resources. TISC is the team’s internal ability to obtain resources and decision-making information, including the structural dimension, cognitive dimension, and relational dimension (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). In the above analysis, we have learned that authentic leaders can build good relationships with employees. Previous research has suggested that a good relationship can promote mutual trust, thus increasing access to knowledge, information, and other resources (Park and Luo, 2001; Yli-Renko et al., 2001).

The structural dimension mainly refers to the technical exchange and opinion exchange among individuals within the team, the discussion and solution of problems in the team in a constructive way, and the seeking of resources support from the team leaders. Authentic leaders are considered more trustworthy by team members (Gill and Caza, 2018), and team members are more willing to share information openly and truthfully express their thoughts (Gao et al., 2011). Under the guidance of authentic leaders, team members respond positively to organizational improvement (Burris, 2012). Zheng et al. (2022) found that authentic leadership promotes team members to express their opinions on organizational issues. The good trust relationship between the authentic leaders and the team members provides the conditions for technical exchange and the exchange of ideas within the team.

The cognitive dimension mainly refers to that team members share a common vision and goal, and have a clear understanding of the terminology, tools, and methods involved in the team. The good qualities and behaviors of authentic leaders become an example for employees to learn and imitate (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). Team members’ learning and imitation of authentic leaders’ behavior patterns (Zheng et al., 2022) helps team members to build common visions and goals consistent with authentic leaders. Ilies et al. (2005) proposed that authentic leaders transfer their true selves to followers and project their values and visions to followers.

The relationship dimension mainly refers to the mutual trust and understanding among individuals within the team, as well as the new technologies, methods, and ideas proposed by individuals that can be supported. Authentic leaders show themselves to employees truthfully and candidly, take the initiative to share information and emotions with employees, encourage employees to express their true thoughts and opinions, and can establish a good trust relationship with employees (Avolio et al., 2004; Walumbwa et al., 2008). Kernis (2003) found that the openness and authenticity of leaders would lead to a high level of trust between supervisors and subordinates. Ilies et al. (2005) proposed that authentic leaders provide developmental (non-controlling) feedback and support the self-determination of followers. Managers’ support for subordinates’ self-determination promotes subordinates’ trust in the organization (Gagné and Deci, 2005). Authentic leaders’ expression of true feelings will lead to learning among team members and promote trust and support among team members.


Hypothesis 2: Authentic leadership is positively correlated with TISC.
 



2.4. The mediating effect of team internal social capital

Social capital can promote the sharing of organizational knowledge and resources and the creation of intellectual capital (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998), providing information and resource conditions for individuals to implement taking charge. Previous research has found that access to information and resources provides opportunities for individuals to implement change-oriented behavior (Fuller et al., 2006; López-Domínguez et al., 2013).

Structured capital and taking charge. Individuals can learn new ideas and technical methods from the technical communication and opinion exchange among team members, which provides useful clues for individuals to change their working ways and develop new technical methods. The discussion of the problems can promote the individual to solve the problems in the team. Tsai and Ghoshal (1998) proposed that internal social capital can promote the exchange and integration of resources within an organization and contribute to the innovation of new product technologies.

Cognitive capital and taking charge. The common vision is a core component of implementing organizational change (Zaccaro and Banks, 2004). The common vision keeps the goals of employees consistent with the goals of the organization, enhances the task confidence of employees, and improves the tendency of employees to take initiative and take risks on work tasks (Choi, 2007). Members are more likely to correct the wrong practices of the team and solve pressing problems. The common vision increases employees’ identification and emotional commitment to the organization, as well as their willingness and enthusiasm to contribute to the organization (Berson et al., 2015). Choi (2007) found that common vision is positively correlated with organizational citizenship behavior for change. Moreover, employees and the team have a common goal and vision, which means that team members are able to act in a collective way. Love and Dustin (2014) found that the collectivism of individual psychology promoted taking charge, and they were more willing to engage in out-of-role behavior that is beneficial to the organization. Inkpen and Tsang (2005) found that a common vision can promote the exchange of knowledge, technologies, and other resources among team members. In the process of resources exchange, employees can obtain more enlightening new technologies and methods, which provide favorable help for proactive work improvement and problem-solving.

Relational capital and taking charge. Trust is the intrinsic basis of relational capital, which reflects the degree of team members are willing to exchange, transfer resources, and cooperate (Granovetter, 1985). Taking charge is risky and challenging behavior. The trust and support of team members can help build an organizational atmosphere of sharing information, challenging the status quo, and daring to change (Wang et al., 2014). Team members will be more active in changing working methods and technologies without worrying too much about the negative effects of change risks (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Relational capital increases the psychological security of individuals. Ashford et al. (1998) proposed that the support of colleagues in the organization can actively promote the efforts of employees to change. Love and Dustin (2014) confirmed that team member communication and colleague support are positively correlated with taking charge.


Hypothesis 3: TISC is positively correlated with taking charge.

Hypothesis 4: TISC mediates the relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge.
 



2.5. The moderating effect of absorptive capacity

In the same external knowledge environment, the difference in the ability of individuals or organizations to digest and integrate resources will lead to great differences in the creation of new technologies and methods (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). According to the social learning theory, the effectiveness of the observer’s learning and imitation is affected by his learning and imitation ability (Bandura, 1977). The observers with strong learning ability can obtain more beneficial technical methods and clues from the TISC, thus promoting the individual’s taking charge. Individual absorptive capacity refers to an individual’s ability to identify, acquire, assimilate/transform and utilize knowledge from the external environment (Cohen and Levinthal, 1989; Todorova and Durisin, 2007; Griffith and Sawyer, 2010).

New technologies, new methods, or knowledge in taking charge are usually complex and unstructured tacit knowledge, which can only be understood and digested after in-depth communication and repeated interaction (Zahra and George, 2002), which puts forward requirements on the knowledge absorption capacity of individuals. TISC promotes technical exchange and opinion exchange among team members and contributes to taking charge. However, individuals with strong absorptive capacity can identify and acquire more beneficial clues in technical communication and experience summary, and understand the deep connotation of the content shared by team members. Khan et al. (2019) proposed that absorptive capacity expands the cognitive ability to assimilate/transform and utilize external knowledge. Absorptive capacity can promote the identification of external opportunities and the generation of new ideas in the process of assimilation/transformation and utilization of external knowledge (Zahra and George, 2002). That is, when an individual has a strong absorptive capacity, he or she can identify, acquire, assimilate/transform and utilize more information or resources related to taking charge in the interaction of TISC. Previous research has indicated that absorptive capacity can promote organizations to acquire more experience and know-how or valuable new knowledge (Kim and Inkpen, 2005; Kafouros et al., 2020). We think this finding holds true in individuals as well.

Team internal social capital provides heterogeneity conditions for the development of new technologies and methods for individuals to implement taking charge, and such heterogeneity requires individuals to have a strong absorptive capacity to understand and integrate acquired information and resources (Lev et al., 2009). By identifying, acquiring, assimilating/transforming, and utilizing existing technologies and abilities, individuals with strong absorptive capacity deepen their existing knowledge base (Wu and Wei, 2013), increase their knowledge reserve, experience and skills, and have a clearer and deeper cognition of professional terms, tools and methods in cognitive capital.


Hypothesis 5: Absorptive capacity positively moderates the relationship between TISC and taking charge.
 

The theoretical model is presented in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model of authentic leadership, TISC, taking charge, and absorptive capacity.





3. Materials and methods


3.1. Samples and data

In May and June 2022, we collected data from Shandong, Beijing, Tianjin, and other provinces and cities in China through both online and offline methods. 475 questionnaires were sent out and 337 valid questionnaires were recovered, with an effective recovery rate of 70.95%. The respondents mainly cover education, training, finance, and other industries. The study was divided into two time points. In the first time point, we collected the data of control variables, authentic leadership, and TISC. Two weeks later, we collected the data of absorptive capacity and taking charge. Pairing was completed through nicknames, mobile phone tail numbers and other ways. The results of the questionnaire showed that males accounted for 39.8% and females accounted for 60.2%. The average age was 30.46 years. 28.2% of them have a junior college degree or below the level, 51.0% have a bachelor’s degree, and 20.8% have a master’s or a doctor’s degree.



3.2. Measurement


3.2.1. Authentic leadership

We measured authentic leadership using the 14-item scale developed by Neider and Schriesheim (2011). Examples of the items include “My leader’s inner belief is consistent with his external behavior,” and “my leader openly shares information with others.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.809.



3.2.2. Taking charge

We measured taking charge using the six-item scale adapted by Li et al. (2015). Examples of the items include “I often try to change the way work is performed to make work more efficient,” “I often try to develop new and more efficient work methods for the company,” and “I often try to introduce new structures, technologies or methods to improve efficiency.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.899.



3.2.3. Team internal social capital

We measured the structural dimension using the seven-item scale developed by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), the cognitive dimension using the three-item scale developed by Rickards et al. (2001), and the relational dimension using the three-item scale developed by Dakhli and De Clercq (2004). Examples of the items include “Team members can discuss and solve task problems constructively,” “Team members share team vision and know team goals,” and “Team members trust each other and face problems together.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.923.



3.2.4. Absorptive capacity

We measured absorptive capacity using the nine-item scale developed by Griffith and Sawyer (2010). Examples of the items include “I can identify the most valuable knowledge,” and “It is easy for me to make some job changes to take advantage of the new technical knowledge.” All items were rated on a five-point scale, a = 0.790.



3.2.5. Control variables

Demographic characteristics such as gender, education level, and age were used as control variables (Morrison and Phelps, 1999; Kim and Liu, 2017; Zheng et al., 2017). In gender variables, 1 represents female and 2 represents male; Among the variables of education level, 1 means below bachelor’s degree, 2 means bachelor’s degree, and 3 means master’s and doctor’s degrees.





4. Results


4.1. Confirmatory factor analysis

We performed confirmatory factor analysis using AMOS24.0 to verify the discriminant validity of key variables. The 4-factor model showed [image: image]/df = 1.945, GFI = 0.923, AGFI = 0.897, CFI = 0.963, NFI = 0.927, IFI = 0.963, and RMSEA = 0.053, It shows that the key variables involved in this study have good discriminative validity (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 The results of confirmatory factor analysis.
[image: Table1]



4.2. Hypothesis testing

We used SPSS22.0 software to test the hypothesis. Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficient matrices are shown in Table 2. Regression results showed that authentic leadership was positively associated with TISC in Model 2 (β = 0.551, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 2. Authentic leadership was positively associated with taking charge in Model 4 (β = 0.546, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1. TISC was positively associated with taking charge in model 5 (β = 0.512, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4. The interaction between TISC and absorptive capacity was significantly related to taking charge in model 6 (β = 0.192, p < 0.05), supporting Hypothesis 5 (see Table 3).



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Linear regression result.
[image: Table3]

In this study, the SPSS-PROCESS plug-in developed by Hayes was used to test the moderated mediation effect of this model (Hayes, 2013). The results showed that 95% CI did not include 0 when the mean ± 1 SD of the absorptive capacity. The moderated mediating index value was 0.106, 95% CI was [0.033, 0.189], and the interval did not contain 0, indicating that the model had a significant moderated mediation effect (see Table 4).



TABLE 4 Test of moderated mediating effects.
[image: Table4]

Simple slope analysis showed that no matter whether the absorptive capacity was high (β = 0.541, p < 0.001) or low (β = 0.294, p < 0.001), TISC was always positively correlated with taking charge, but the slope of high absorptive capacity was steeper than that of low absorptive capacity (see Figure 2).

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The moderating effect of absorptive capacity on the relationship between TISC and taking charge.





5. Discussion


5.1. Theoretical contributions

At present, the research on OCB mainly focuses on maintaining or strengthening the status quo, while our study focuses on challenging or change-oriented proactive behavior. We construct an integrated framework for influencing taking charge from three aspects of leadership, team, and individual, which provides useful clues for the study of proactive behavior. This study has the following theoretical implications.

First, we proposed and verified the relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge. In the research of the relationship between leaders and taking charge, scholars pay more attention to self-sacrificial leadership, empowerment leadership (Li et al., 2015, 2016; Zhang et al., 2020), etc. Authentic leadership is consistent with the expectations of Chinese traditional cultural values for leaders. However, few scholars have explored the relationship between authentic leadership and taking charge. Our study helps to fill this gap and expand the application of taking charge in the leadership field.

Second, in an organization, the interaction between team members is often more frequent than that between leaders and subordinates (Chiaburu and Harrison, 2008). However, compared with the research on the relationship between leadership and proactive behavior, team-related and organization-related factors have not received enough attention (Cai et al., 2019). Cai et al. (2019) called on researchers to consider more the influence of team and organization situational factors other than the leader-related variable on proactive behavior. Our study, which focuses on the effects both authentic leadership and TISC on taking charge, responds positively to these calls.

Third, current research on employee proactive behavior focuses more on the influence of the motivational effect (Parker et al., 2010). Cai et al. (2019) call for attention to the influence of cognitive and competence factors on proactive behavior. According to the social learning theory, the observer’s learning behavior is influenced by his capacity (Bandura, 1977). We proposed and verified the positive moderating effect of individual absorptive capacity between TISC and taking charge, and reveal the influence of non-motivational effects on proactive behavior.



5.2. Practical implications

Our study provides some useful practical implications. First, managers who show their true self can build good trust relationship among employees, provides important psychological support and resources for employees to engage in proactive behavior, and thus promotes employees to engage in out-of-role behavior such as taking charge (Zhang et al., 2015). It enhances the organization’s response to the risks brought by environmental uncertainty.

Second, the organization should enhance the TISC by increasing the interaction among team members, jointly building a common vision and goal, and promoting trust and support among employees. So that employees can learn more information and resources beneficial to enhancing their taking charge through interacting with team members.

Third, employees with strong absorptive capacity can obtain more beneficial resources in team interaction. It means that the organization can improve the ability of employees to identify, absorb and utilize knowledge, which is conducive to the innovation of new technology methods and problem-solving.



5.3. Limitations and future research directions

First, although we collected data at multiple time points, it still belongs to cross-sectional data. Longitudinal study design has more advantages in inferring the causal relationship between variables. In future research, cross-period longitudinal data can be used to further make up for this limitation. At the same time, all our variables are from employee self-assessment, which may cause the problem of common method biases. Future research can collect data through multiple assessment methods to reduce the influence of common method biases on research conclusions. Second, based on the social learning theory, our study explored the relationship between leadership, team, individual and taking charge. Scholars can further enrich this framework through other theoretical perspectives and variables. For example, shared leaders advocate that subordinates share leadership responsibilities with leaders, and subordinate members are more willing to take responsibility and take initiative. There may also be a close relationship between shared leadership, TISC and taking charge. Future research can carry out research on this type of leadership. Third, the data of this study are from education, training, and other industries in China. Cross-industry and cross-cultural studies can be carried out in subsequent studies to further enhance the reliability of the conclusions.




6. Conclusion

In contrast to promotive and affiliative types of organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), the proactive type of OCB focuses on the future, consciously and actively taking transformative actions to change the work environment (Parker and Collins, 2010). Taking charge is change-oriented behavior and an important way of individual proactive behavior (Choi, 2007). Our study leads to the following conclusions. First, trickle-down of authentic leadership and trickle-round of TISC can directly promote employees’ taking charge. Second, authentic leadership can also promote employees’ taking charge through the indirect transmission effect of TISC. Third, individual absorptive capacity positively moderates the relationship between TISC and taking charge.
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