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Leadership styles, especially empowering leadership, affect the psychological relationship between employees and organizations, and then affect employees’ positive behavior in the organization. In this research, we studied the effects of empowering leadership and psychological distance on employees’ pro-environmental behavior and explored the mechanism of green organizational climate (GOC). By adopting correlation analysis, statistical analysis, and regression analysis, we conducted a multisource field study of 873 valid employee questionnaires to verify our theoretical model. The results showed that empowering leadership had a significant positive impact on psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior; and psychological distance played a partly intermediation role in the relationship between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Moreover, GOC can promote employees’ pro-environmental behavior, but it cannot regulate between psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. The findings obtained some intriguing insights that could help to better guide employees toward pro-environmental behavior.
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Introduction

With the rapid development of China’s economy, the problem of resource shortage and environmental pollution becomes more and more serious, and environmental problem is getting more and more attention. Enterprises are both the largest social economic organizations in resource consumption and the largest social agents of pollution emission. For this reason, they must assume the social responsibility to protect the environment advocated by society and government (Liu, 2014). At the macro level, enterprises should accelerate technological innovation and transform into green development. And at the micro level, environmental practices of enterprises need the response and support of employees. The active participation of employees can greatly improve the environmental governance ability of enterprises (Afsar et al., 2016). Therefore, effectively guiding employees to behave well in pro-environmental behavior has become an urgent problem to be solved.

Employees’ pro-environmental behavior is divided into daily work-related pro-environmental behavior and daily spontaneous pro-environmental behavior (Bissing-Olson et al., 2013). Ones and Dilchert (2012) defined employees’ pro-environmental behavior as “all measurable behaviors in which employees actively participate that contribute to environmental sustainability or protect the environment from damage.” Lu et al. (2016) defined employees’ pro-environmental behavior as the positive and proactive environment-friendly behavior showed by employees in enterprise management practice. In general, employees’ pro-environmental behavior refers to the friendly behavior that employees spontaneously reduce or eliminate the negative impact in the work environment and strive to create a positive impact on the environment.

Leadership behavior plays a crucial role in effectively guiding employees’ pro-environmental behavior. A large number of research results have shown that positive leadership style positively affects employee behavior (Islam et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). Since the 21st century, the external environment has become increasingly dynamic and complicate, organizations are flattening their organizational structures and implementing employees self-management to adapt to the external environment. In that way, empowering leadership has attracted the attention of scholars for the advantage of improving employees’ self-leadership ability (Gavin, 2019). Relevant studies have suggested that empowering leadership is a positive and effective way of leadership, which can make employees feel that they are valued and trusted, and thus willing to take full advantage of their initiative and stimulate the vitality of the organization. Empowering leadership, as an important positive leadership style, has been proved to have a positive impact on employee behavior, such as organizational citizenship environmental behavior (Jiang et al., 2019), employee innovation behavior (Jada et al., 2019), employee safety behavior (Lee et al., 2019), and so on. Although relevant studies have reached relatively consistent conclusions, previous studies have not explained whether empowering leadership influences employees’ pro-environmental behavior and what the influencing mechanism is. Hence, it is necessary to further understand the relationship between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. This research established a model of the influence of empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Relevant studies have pointed out that empowering leadership affects employee psychological perception (Spreitzer, 1995), and the existence of perceived distance affects individuals’ organizational identification, which in turn affects individual decision-making behavior (Wang et al., 2013). Psychological distance refers to the subjective feeling of far and near (close and distant) relationship between people, as well as the perception of the emotional fit between people and organizations (He and Zhang, 2020). In addition, Li and Chen (2019) appealed that paying more attention to the emotional state of employees and the degree relationship between employees and the organization has a momentous significance in theory and practice for management research. This article introduces psychological distance, a psychological variable, to explore the potential mediating mechanism of empowering leadership affecting employees’ pro-environmental behavior and conduct relevant empirical research.

Except for the influence of social relationship, organizational environment is also very important for individual behavior guidance (Greenberg, 1988). For individual environmental behavior, green organizational climate (GOC) is an important manifestation of the organizational environment. GOC can affect the motivation, attitude, belief, and value of employees in the organization (Tagiuri and Litwin, 1968), where enterprise environmental policies and practices may make the employees have green values (Chou, 2014). Research suggests that environment-friendly work climate may improve employees’ pro-environmental behavior in and out of the workplace (Hicklenton et al., 2019). GOC is a crucial element affecting employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Based on that, this study proposes that employees seem more likely to develop green values and increase the possibility of achieving pro-environmental behavior in GOC.

Individual behavior depends on the interaction between individual perception and the external environment (Bandura, 1993). When external circumstances are extremely unfavorable or favorable, the behavior may be hindered or facilitated. Psychological distance is an internal psychological factor, and the employee–organization psychological distance (EOPD) perceived by individual may affect his/her decision-making. However, as an environmental factor, green organization climate may strengthen or weaken the influence of psychological factor on environmental behavior. For instance, Chou (2014) noted that GOC can regulate the relationship between individual environmental norms and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Based on former researchers’ works, this article further examines the moderating effect of GOC in the relationship between psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior.

The main contributions of this article are as follows: first of all, we adopted the EOPD proposed by Chen and Li, explore the mediating mechanism between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior, and dig deep into the psychological process of empowering leadership’s influence on employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Second, green organization climate, as an environment variable, is examined for its effect on employees’ pro-environmental behavior and the external influence on employees’ pro-environmental behavior is further analyzed. Finally, this article explores the moderating role of GOC between psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior, which provides further empirical evidence for exploring the effect of empowering leadership on employees’ pro-environmental behavior in the context of green organization management.



Theoretical basis and hypothesis development


Empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior

Employees’ pro-environmental behavior refers to the friendly behavior that employees consciously reduce or eliminate the negative impact and strive to create a positive impact on the environment at workplace. Proactive pro-environmental behavior can not only improve environmental conditions but also affect the environmental attitudes of organizations and individuals (Tian and Robertson, 2019). Employees’ pro-environmental behavior, as a kind of extra-role behavior, is altruistic. If the extra-role behavior is carried out, it means that the time for in-role behavior will be reduced (such as the time for doing their own work). Obviously, there is a conflict in the time allocation between extra-role behavior and in-role behavior. So it is particularly important for employees to break through the time allocation conflict from the bottom of their hearts and take the initiative to implement pro-environmental behavior.

Empowering leadership refers to a leadership style that shares power with staff by emphasizing the value of working, providing greater decision-making autonomy, expressing optimism about staff’s high performance, and removing barriers to performance (Zhang and Bartol, 2010). Facing the complex and changeable external environment, the organizational structure of enterprises is changing to a flattening in order to improve the adaptability of enterprises. In this context, empowering leadership, characterized by delegating power to employees and emphasizing employee participation, has gradually gained widespread attention in both theoretical and practical fields (Lee et al., 2018). And a wealth of studies have pointed out that empowering leadership has a positive impact on employee job performance, organizational citizenship behavior, employee creativity, employee satisfaction, and so on (Biemann et al., 2015; Dong et al., 2015; Cheong et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2018).

According to the theory of empowering leadership, this study argues that empowering leadership promotes employees’ pro-environmental behavior. First, empowering leadership helps employees better understand the meaning of their work and convinces them that their work and behaviors are crucial to organizational development. Second, empowering leadership helps employees gain competence and autonomy by encouraging employees to express their opinions and giving them greater decision-making autonomy and so on. Based on social exchange theory, employees will give feedback and rewards when they are motivated and trusted by their leaders. Specifically, leadership empowerment stimulates employees’ intrinsic motivation to contribute to the organization. Then employees will transcend role restrictions and spontaneously safeguard the interests of the organization to realize the corporate vision from the standpoint of the organization. Therefore, they are more inclined to do pro-environmental behavior that is conducive to the green development of the organization. Finally, empowering leadership also alleviates employees’ worries about their job challenges, which provides time for employees to do pro-environmental behavior. Based on this, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H1. Empowering leadership is positively related to employees’ pro-environmental behavior.



The mediating role of psychological distance

The concept of psychological distance was initiated by psychologist Edward Bullough, meaning that esthetic feelings come from the psychological distance between the subjective sensation of the viewer and the observed object. Chen and Li (2018) applied this idea to the field of organizational management and proposed a new concept of “EOPD” and developed an EOPD scale. EOPD refers to a subjective judgment of the distance from which staff forecast, appraise, and act on the organization according to the real acceptance and the actual willingness to contribute. It is used to describe the fit between the staff and the organization. Consequently, drawing on the conceptual definition of Chen and Li (2018), psychological distance in this article specifically refers to the EOPD.

There are extensive studies on the relationship between leaders and psychological distance. Wade and Tavris (2002) proposed that when the leader reflected the employees’ psychological distance, job satisfaction and work efficiency would increase, otherwise, it was opposite. Then, Liberman et al. (2007) put forward that psychological distance would increase distally when leaders ignored employees’ survival and status or employees were threatened in the organization. Vanderstukken et al. (2019) suggested that if leaders could successfully evaluate psychological distance that subordinates may experience at some point, in that way they could readjust their communication methods, thereby exerting greater influence on subordinates. Moreover, Berson et al. (2015) found that the closer the psychological distance between leaders and followers was, the more followers would improve their promises and efforts to achieve personal aims and group aims. Li and Chen (2019) measured the intimacy level of the employee–organization relationship and proposed that managers should strengthen psychological and emotional intimacy with subordinates. This study believes that empowering leadership has an impact on psychological distance, mainly in the following several ways: (1) By helping employees understand work meaning and encouraging employees to make decisions autonomously, employees would have a better understanding of their work and a higher degree of participation, thus enhancing spatial-temporal distance. (2) Empowered employees would improve self-efficacy and have a good expectation for the future development of the organization. Experience distance would be closer. (3) Empowering leadership makes staff understand the value of work, has confidence in employees’ high performance, and helps them improve or accumulate working knowledge. Based on this, employees are closer to the organization emotionally and behaviorally, thus enhancing their emotional and behavioral distance. (4) With the help of empowering leadership, employees can better understand the company’s mission and values, and their personal values are more likely to converge the organization. The cognitive distance and objective social distance would be drawn closer. Hence, this article suggests that empowering leadership can narrow the psychological distance between employees and organizations. Accordingly, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H2. Empowering leadership is positively related to psychological distance.

Employees’ pro-environmental behavior is the result of the interaction of organizational environment, environmental awareness, and environmental motivation. Psychological distance involves the perception of the dynamic relationship between employees and the organization (He and Zhang, 2020). Therefore, this article believes that psychological distance is closely related to employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Specifically, (1) when the experiential distance, cognitive distance, and spatial-temporal distance between employees and the organization are closer, employees would have a clearer understanding of the future development of the organization and understand the significance of their behaviors to the organization’s development, so they are more likely to engage in pro-environmental behavior. (2) When the emotional distance between employees and the organization is closer, positive subjective cognition would stimulate employees’ subjective initiative, and employees are more likely to transcend role restrictions to implement pro-environmental behavior. (3) When the objective social distance between employees and the organization is relatively close, organization’s members are familiar with and identify with each other, which is conducive to the communication of internal members of the organization, forming the same green values, and then stimulating the production of pro-environmental behavior. (4) Pro-environmental behaviors are conducive to organizational development. When the behavioral distance between employees and the organization is closer, employees are more likely to adopt pro-environmental behaviors. In addition, Li and Chen (2019) proposed that EOPD could directly express the intimacy of the actual relationship between employees and the organization, and the smaller the psychological distance is, the more likely OCB occurs. Considering employees’ pro-environmental behavior as one of the concrete forms of OCB (Tian et al., 2019), we proposed that reducing psychological distance can promote the employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Hypothesis 3 is thus proposed as follows:

H3. A reduced psychological distance is positively related to employees’ pro-environmental behavior.

In the elaboration of H2 and H3, this study proposes the evidence and logic that empowering leadership can reduce psychological distance and promote employees’ pro-environmental behavior, as well as reducing psychological distance can promote employees’ pro-environmental behavior. This suggests that psychological distance may play a bridge role in the impact mechanism of empowering leadership on employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Mzembe’s (2020) study pointed out that the explanatory level of the cognitive object can be changed by changing individual’s psychological distance, thereby affecting the individual’s decision-making behavior. This suggests that in the mechanism of promoting employees’ pro-environmental behavior, empowering leadership can obtain the matching relationship between them by changing the psychological distance. The empowerment and incentive measures of empowering leadership reduce the psychological distance between employees and the organization. Employees tend to take high-level explanations that it is a good opportunity for personal growth, and their positive perceptions and expectations cause positive valence, which motivates them to participate in organizational behavior (Islam et al., 2021). Therefore, employees are more likely to engage in pro-environmental behaviors that benefit the organization. In addition, Cao et al.’s (2021) study also found that psychological distance plays a mediating role in the mediation of stress and employees’ innovative behavior. Thus, we proposed that psychological distance plays a mediating role between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior.

H4. Psychological distance strengthens the relationship between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior.



Green organizational climate and employees’ pro-environmental behavior

Organizational climate is an employees’ shared perception regarding working environment, particularly formal policies, and guidelines (Norton et al., 2012). Recently, more and more researchers have begun to study different types of organizational climates, such as safety climate, service climate, innovation climate, and social climate. Chou (2014) developed the concept of GOC and proposed that GOC was perceived as a subclass of the organizational climate, which mainly includes green commitments of enterprise social responsibility, green organizational culture, and enterprise environmentalism.

A study has demonstrated that organizational climate noticeably affects staff’s emotions, attitudes, and behaviors in terms of work environment (Abdulkarim, 2014). The bulk of empirical studies has examined the impact of organizational climate on employees’ behavior. Wang and Peng (2018) proposed that pro-environmental passion climate was an emotional driving force, which made members enthusiastic about environmental actions, and had more driving force and predictive power for actual behaviors. Van der Werff et al.’s (2021) research indicated that the environmental impact of organizations and government would influence pro-environmental behaviors of citizens and employees. Based on the above research, we believe that GOC will affect employees’ decisions and behaviors. If employees perceive that they are in a green and environment-friendly organizational climate that encourages environmental behaviors, they are more inclined to implement pro-environmental behavior. Therefore, we hypothesized that:

H5. Green organizational climate is positively correlated with employees’ pro-environmental behavior.



The moderating role of green organizational climate

Aside from the direct effect of GOC, we hypothesized that GOC may have a positive moderating effect on psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Norton et al. (2012) hypothesized that environmentally friendly organizational atmosphere moderated positive relationship between employees’ green knowledge, skills, abilities, and other personal factors and their green behavior. Chou (2014) verified that GOC could regulate the relationship between personal norms and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Therefore, we hypothesized that GOC may regulate the relationship between psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. When green organization climate is strong, the effect of psychological distance on employees’ pro-environmental behavior is stronger. Also, GOC can make employees feel the organization’s environmental protection enthusiasm, make them consistent with the values and goals of the organization, shorten the psychological distance, and thus promote employees to implement pro-environmental behaviors. On the contrary, when GOC is weak, the impact of psychological distance on employees’ pro-environmental behavior is weakened. Accordingly, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H6. Green organizational climate plays a moderating role in psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior.

In conclusion, a hypothesis model is proposed, as shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
Hypothesis model.





Methodology


Respondents and procedure

The research samples of this study were taken from 10 enterprises and institutions in Jiangsu province and Shandong province of China. To improve the respondents’ understanding of the content of the questionnaire as much as possible, a pre-research was conducted before the formal research. And the questionnaire items were revised according to the reliability and validity analysis results of the pre-research and the suggestions of the respondents. At the same time, this study adopted various methods such as anonymous answering, designing reverse questions, and random allocation of items of different dimensions to reduce the impact of public method bias on the research results.

In the pre-research stage, the questionnaires were distributed through social platforms such as WeChat, and employees were invited to fill in questionnaires. After excluding invalid questionnaires with too short answer time, wrong answers to reverse questions, or the basically same answers for measurement items, 183 valid questionnaires were obtained. The questionnaire items were revised according to the results of the pre-research and the suggestions of the research subjects, and the final formal questionnaire was formed. In the formal research stage, we chose to distribute paper questionnaires to MBA students in our college and asked 10 MBA students to send a link to the online questionnaires to their workgroup to obtain more reliable questionnaires. Finally, altogether 973 questionnaires were obtained, and 873 valid ones were obtained after eliminating the unqualified ones, with an effective rate of 89.72%. The participant’s demographic profile in Table 1 shows that the age, gender, education level, position, enterprise type, and working years of the respondents have a wide distribution and good representation.


TABLE 1    Participants’ demographic profile.

[image: Table 1]

Data were collected using the questionnaires written by enterprise employees. The entire survey process was divided into two parts, namely, the pre-research and formal research. The former was mainly carried out through the online questionnaires. According to the pre-research results, the final formal questionnaire was formed by revising questionnaire items. At formal research stage, the paper questionnaires and the online questionnaires were mainly used. Finally, altogether 973 questionnaires were obtained, and 873 valid ones were obtained after eliminating the non-conforming ones, with an effective rate of 89.72%. In data analysis, the reverse questions were deleted according to the research need.



Measures

This study collected data of five variables, namely, empowering leadership, psychological distance, employees’ pro-environmental behavior, GOC, and personal backgrounds. A five-point Likert scale was adopted in this article ranging from “strongly disagree (1)” to “strongly agree (5)”. The measures of the data of these five variables are as follows.


Empowering leadership

The empowering leadership scale developed by Ahearne et al. (2005) was used. This scale consists of 12 questions, including four dimensions: strengthening the value of working, facilitating involving in job decision-making, improving employees’ confidence for high performance, and enhancing their work initiative. Confirmatory factor analysis suggested that the four-factor model of empowering leadership had a good structural validity (χ2 = 128.485, df = 29, p < 0.001, NFI = 0.978, CFI = 0.971, RMSEA = 0.063). Moreover, Cronbach’s α was 0.938. An example item was “My superior will help me understand the correlation between my goals and company’s goals.”



Psychological distance

The scale developed by Chen and Li (2018) was adopted, consisting of 24 items, which was divided into six dimensions. Confirmatory factor analysis displayed that the six-factor model of psychological distance had a good structural validity (χ2 = 604.980, df = 174, p < 0.001, NFI = 0.962, CFI = 0.938, RMSEA = 0.053). Furthermore, Cronbach’s α was 0.972. An example item was “During this time at work, I have been well acquainted with the organization.”



Employees’ pro-environmental behavior

We used six items from Robertson and Barling’s (2013) scale to measure this variable, and Cronbach’s α was 0.813. An example item was “I will put recyclables (such as cans, paper, bottles, batteries, etc.) in the recycling bin.”



Green organizational climate

Green organizational climate developed by Taiwan scholar Chou (2014) was adopted and revised, and the final subscale included eight items. Cronbach’s α was 0.927. An example item was “Our company requires employees to give priority to environmentally friendly products when purchasing office supplies.”



Personal backgrounds

Respondents’ age, gender, job position, education, enterprise type, and working years were investigated in the first part of the questionnaire.





Results


Descriptive statistics and confirmatory factor analysis

Table 2 offers means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables in the study. As shown in Table 2, there is a positive correlation between the variables: empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior (r = 0.229, p < 0.01); empowering leadership and GOC, psychological distance (r = 0.164, p < 0.01; r = 0.142, p < 0.01); psychological distance and GOC, employees’ pro-environmental behavior (r = 0.230, p < 0.01; r = 0.127, p < 0.01); GOC and employees’ pro-environmental behavior (r = 0.221, p < 0.01).


TABLE 2    The means, standard deviations, and correlations of each variable.
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As empowering leadership, employees’ pro-environmental behavior, psychological distance, and GOC were collected from the same source (employees), we first tested the discriminative validity of the four variables through confirmatory factor analysis before testing research hypotheses. The results indicated (as shown in Table 3) that the four-factor model (χ2 = 2,296.350, df = 773, p < 0.01, NFI = 0.918, CFI = 0.944, RMSEA = 0.048, SRMR = 0.048) provided an obviously better fit than three-factor model (△χ2 = 1,061.057, △df = 3, p < 0.001), two-factor model (△χ2 = 5,740.327, △df = 5, p < 0.001) and one-factor model (△χ2 = 19,280.295, △df = 6, p < 0.001), and had a good matching data. The test results of confirmatory factor analysis indicated that the four research variables evaluated by employees, namely, empowering leadership, psychological distance, GOC, and employees’ pro-environmental behavior, have good discrimination validity.


TABLE 3    Summary of model fit indexes.
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Model test of mediating effect

First of all, model 4 in SPSS macro compiled by Hayes (2013) was adopted to test the intermediary role of psychological distance in the relationship between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior under the control of gender, age, education, enterprise type, job position, and working years. The results (as shown in Tables 4, 5) indicated that empowering leadership had a distinct predictive effect on employees’ pro-environmental behavior (β = 0.227, t = 6.381, p < 0.001). Moreover, when the intermediate variable was put into the middle, the direct predictive effect of empowering leadership on employees’ pro-environmental behavior was still significant (β = 0.214, t = 5.990, p < 0.001). Also, empowering leadership positively affected psychological distance significantly and psychological distance had a positive influence on employees’ pro-environmental behavior actively (β = 0.133, t = 3.940, p < 0.001; β = 0.096, t = 2.689, p < 0.01). In addition, upper and lower limits of 95% confidence intervals of the direct effect of empowering leadership on employees’ pro-environmental behavior and the mediating effect of psychological distance do not contain 0 (as shown in Table 5), indicating that psychological distance played a mediating role in the relationship between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. The direct effect and the mediating effect accounted for 94.273 and 5.727% of the total effect, respectively.


TABLE 4    Mediation model test of psychological distance.
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TABLE 5    Breakdown table of total effect, direct effect, and mediating effect.
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Besides, according to the analysis results, age could positively predict employees’ pro-environmental behavior significantly (β = 0.074, t = 2.307, p < 0.05).



Model test of moderated mediating effect

Using Model 14 in SPSS macro compiled by Hayes (2013), the moderated mediating model was tested while controlling gender, age, education, enterprise type, job position, and working years. The results (as shown in Table 6) indicated that when GOC was included in the model as a moderating variable, the product of psychological distance and GOC (β = −0.022, t = −0.714, p > 0.05) had no significant predictive effect on employees’ pro-environmental behavior, indicating that GOC did not regulate the relationship between psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. However, we could see that GOC had a notable positive prediction influence on employees’ pro-environmental behavior (β = 0.243, t = 2.015, p < 0.05).


TABLE 6    Moderating effect test of green organizational climate (GOC).
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Conclusion

In this study, 873 employee questionnaires were used to investigate the influence of empowering leadership on employees’ pro-environmental behavior and the mechanism between them. The results indicated that both empowering leadership and EOPD had significant positive impacts on pro-environmental behavior, and psychological distance played an intermediary role between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. In addition, organizational environment is an important factor influencing employees’ individual behavior, so we explored the impact of GOC on employees’ pro-environmental behavior. The results manifested that GOC could promote employees’ pro-environmental behavior, while GOC could not modulate the relationship between psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. In a word, most of the hypotheses of this study have been confirmed.


Theoretical implications

This study has important theoretical significance for future work on leadership style and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. In this research, we introduced psychological distance to explore the relationship between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Employees’ pro-environmental behavior in the workplace is an active environmental behavior at the individual level, so employees can choose freely whether to carry out the action or not. Furthermore, if employees choose pro-environmental behavior, it would not increase their own benefits, and may even cause inconvenience to work and increase work costs. If not, they also would not lose their own benefits (Zhao et al., 2018). Therefore, it is essential to guide employees to actively implement pro-environmental behavior. When EOPD is closer, the level of alignment or integration between staff and the organization is better (Chen and Li, 2018). Our research is consistent with its indication, which denotes that psychological distance performs the mediating functions between empowering leadership and staffs’ pro-environmental behavior. The employee whose psychological distance is closer to the organization will have more pro-environmental behavior. Employees’ pro-environmental behavior is an extension and specificity of organizational citizenship behavior (Tian et al., 2019). Our research results support the view proposed by Li and Chen (2019), that is, the closer the psychological distance is, the easier OCB occurs. Furthermore, our study has stretched the area of psychological distance and confirmed important implication of psychological distance in the organization and management field, hoping to provide some references for future research in the management field.

Although recent literature regarding the influencing mechanism of leadership style on employees’ pro-environmental behavior has emerged successively, the research regarding the influence of empowering leadership on employees’ pro-environmental behavior has not received much attention. Our study fills the gap in this area. Apart from that, recent studies have also found that the effectiveness of empowering leadership has not been universally supported (Wang and Sun, 2019), even though many studies have supported the positive role of empowering leadership. Our study provides the support of the experiment for the view on the behavior availability of empowering leadership.

Green organizational climate, as a relatively new concept, has less relevant research. Although the direct role of GOC is not the key issue of our study, we found that GOC can promote the employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Norton et al. (2012) pointed out that organizational environmental climate could help to understand how employees’ green behavior was created and encouraged in the workplace. In other words, there is a certain correlation between organizational environmental climate and employee’s green behavior in their workplace. This study offers empirical support for this view and verifies that GOC can stimulate employees’ pro-environmental behavior.

Besides, GOC cannot be used as a moderator between the relationship of psychological distance and employees’ pro-environmental behavior, which is inconsistent with our research hypothesis. It can be seen from the connotation of psychological distance that psychological distance is a comprehensive judgment result after the individual perceives external things. And it may result in that the level of individual psychological distance measured in this study is a perceptual result formed when other external factors are taken into consideration. In other words, GOC is more likely to be the antecedent variable of psychological distance, and the connection between psychological distance and GOC will be the subject of future research.



Management implications

According to the above research conclusions, some advice is put forward for companies to correctly guide employees’ pro-environmental behavior: First, it is feasible to implement empowering leadership in the organization’s green development. Our study indicates that empowering leadership promotes employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Therefore, organization managers can adopt an empowering style to motivate employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Second, the implicit relationship between employees and organizations poses a huge challenge to organizational management, and organizations need to pay special attention to the EOPD. Construal level theory suggests that psychological distance determines people’s construal levels of things. That is, employee’s psychological distance to the organization will affect employee’s organizational identification, work contribution, and future expectations. In an organization, the occurrence of extreme events, abnormal dimensions, job burnout, and other phenomena are specific manifestations of EOPD alienation, which may lead to huge losses for the organization (Chen and Li, 2018). Therefore, the organization and leaders need to focus on EOPD, regular assessment EOPD, and take some measures (e.g., communicating more frequently with employees, helping employees to improve skills, improving employees’ self-efficacy, and work wellbeing), which are favorable to the development of organization. Third, the results indicate that GOC can facilitate the generation of employees’ pro-environmental behavior. On this account, we suggest that organizations should strengthen the development of internal green climate. For instance, developing environmental policy, purchasing green office supplies, organizing environmental lectures, and so on.



Research limitations and prospects

This research does have some limits. First, we adopted a comprehensive score of psychological distance rather than an in-depth study of each dimension of psychological distance. The latter method can more specifically analyze the role of different dimensions of psychological distance in empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior. Consequently, prospective researchers can consider the influence of various dimensions of psychological distance as an intermediary between empowering leadership and employees’ pro-environmental behavior.

Second, this study used a single point-in-time method to collect data, and a self-report method was used to measure all the variables involved, so common method bias is worthy of attention. Although we used a pre-controlled method to inform participants that there were no right or wrong answers, and to ensure the anonymity of participants, this would reduce the common method bias to some extent. We suppose that longitudinal study methods can be selected and more objective survey methods can be adopted to reduce this bias in the future.

Finally, some of the principles used in the study come from the West, while the tests come from China, which may not have universal research conclusions. In the future, employees’ pro-environmental behavior can be studied from the aspects of organizational culture and other aspects in the context of China’s national conditions.
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