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Introduction: Taking charge behavior (TCB) of civil servants is an important part of individual innovation performance, which is not only a key step for innovation in the public but also a real need for high-quality cadres construction in the public sector in the new era. Therefore, it is necessary to carry out an in-depth discussion on civil servants' taking charge behavior. Based on the theory of planned behavior, this paper constructs the framework of"cognition-motivation-behavior" to deeply explore the relationship between public sector leaders' information-sharing behavior and subordinates' taking charge behavior, as well as the mediating and moderating effects of subordinates' public service motivation and emotional trust.

Method: This study collected 200 civil servants' questionnaires by online survey, and conducted regression analysis through SPSS/AMOS/PROCESS.

Result and discussion: The empirical study finds that the information-sharing behavior of leaders in the public sector can significantly affect the TCB of subordinates; the public service motivation partially mediates the relationship between them; emotional trust positively moderates the mediation effect of public service motivation in the relationship between leaders' information-sharing behavior and subordinates' TCB in the public. This study not only enriches the research on civil servants' TCB theoretically but also provides meaningful enlightenment for promoting civil servants' taking charge behavior.
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Introduction

George Fredrickson highlighted that if one word can sum up the characteristics of public management in the late 20th century and the early 21st century, that is, “change” (Frederickson et al., 1999). People began to use words such as reengineering, reconstruction, innovation, and entrepreneurship to describe public management. Government innovation has been widely concerned and highly valued by governments around the world (Kamarck, 2003). To respond to the era of volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA), innovation in the public has always been an important strategy (Hansen and Pihl-Thingvad, 2019). In the past decades, changes and reforms in the public sector have taken place continuously (Fattore et al., 2018), and the public servants' taking charge is the first step of public sector innovation (Bysted and Hansen, 2015). Although reform projects are usually initiated by administrative officials or decision-makers in a top–down manner, or assigned by political orders, the actual reforms are all accepted by the middle-level and subordinates in the public (Ahmad et al., 2020; Hassan et al., 2021). Studies have found that civil servants are important initiators of innovation within government organizations and play an important role in government reform and innovation (Damanpour and Schneider, 2009). Middle-level and front-line managers in the public sector are the most common initiators of governance innovation in federal countries, such as the United States (Borins, 2000). Moreover, civil servants will innovate policy implementation, service supply, organizational processes, and affair concepts in the form of working groups (Torugsa and Arundel, 2015). Since the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, Party, and government have put forward some requirements for civil servant groups, such as “to reform and innovate,” “to enhance the ability of reform and innovation,” “be full of pioneering and innovative spirit,” and “accurately recognize changes, scientifically adapt to changes, and actively seek changes” (Liu et al., 2015). Therefore, it is particularly important to conform to the actual needs of innovation in the government, stimulate the innovation motivation of the civil servants, and focus on the taking charge behavior (TCB) of individual civil servants.

Previous studies have verified that different types of leadership behaviors positively influence subordinates' TCB, such as empowered, participatory, transformative, shared, service-oriented, humorous, and parental leadership facilitating subordinates' TCB (Hackman and Oldham, 1976; Wu and Wu, 2007; Kim et al., 2015; Pundt, 2015; Ge, 2016; Tian and Sanchez, 2017; Hao and Long, 2020; Tang and Fang, 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). Among them, empowered leaders enhance subordinates' innovation competence and freedom by sharing performance goals, information, and other management practices (Fernandez and Moldogaziev, 2013; Demircioglu, 2018). Ethical leaders express ethical expectations to their subordinates and promote the subordinates to innovate for the benefit of the organization and the masses (Hassan, 2015). Transformational leaders enhance the sense of innovation and stimulate innovative behaviors of subordinates by maintaining high-quality communication and empowering them in participating in decision-making efficiently (Vigoda-Gadot and Beeri, 2012; Vandervoet, 2016). Servant leadership focuses on a strong bonding between the leaders and followers. It aims at providing valuable directions and support for followers to reduce the threats related to innovative work behavior and to promote the improvement of employees' innovative ability (Zada et al., 2022a). It can be found that, through information transmission, leaders have frequent interactions with subordinates, which promotes the subordinates' TCB. Although existing studies have examined the influence of leadership behavior on subordinates' TCB, the research on specific leadership information-sharing behaviors (ISB) on subordinates' TCB is very limited. Therefore, this study attempts to explore the influence of leadership behavior on subordinate behavior in the public sector and tries to answer the question of whether the relevant research confirmed in the field of enterprise management is also applicable in the public sector. Moreover, most of the abovementioned studies have been explored in the private sector and are rarely seen in the public sector. Nowadays, affected by the “New Public Management Movement,” new public administration theories and management models reflect the application of advanced management theories and practices of the private sector to the public sector, which aims at improving the efficiency of the government sector (Li, 2004). Then, taking ISB into the public sector, exploring whether the public sector leaders' ISB can inspire their subordinates' TCB is also worthy to be researched.

When we are studying the influence of public sector leaders' behaviors on subordinates' behaviors, public service motivation (PSM) is a mediated variable that cannot be ignored. PSM refers to the psychological tendency of individuals in responding to the goals of the public sector (Perry and Wise, 1990) and is a special inner motivation that transcends individual interests and zealously serves the public, nation, country, and mankind (Liu et al., 2015). People with high PSM tend to work in the public sector and are more willing to give full play to their discretion for public service, and then make changes in public service. Therefore, this research tries to identify the mediating variable of PSM between the government leaders' ISB and the subordinates' TCB. In addition, leaders in the public sector not only share work information but also share non-work information in open communication and interaction with their subordinates, which is conducive to the establishment of emotional trust (ET) between leaders and subordinates and forming high-quality leader–follower relationships (Zada et al., 2022b). ET is based on mutual interaction and attraction, deepened through long-term and frequent exchanges and communication between individuals and is manifested as a concern for the welfare of the trusted person (Zhang et al., 2015). In the public sector, when subordinates have strong ET, their TCB can be affected differently by their leaders' behavior. Therefore, this study attempts to test how ET moderates the relationship between the ISB of government leaders and the TCB of subordinates.

To sum up, this study intends to introduce the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in the private sector into the public sector from the perspective of new public management. Based on the theory of planned behavior, this study explores the relationship between the ISB of government leaders and the TCB of subordinates and further discusses the mediated effect of PSM and the moderated effect of ET in the relationship between them. Theoretically, this study introduces leaders' ISB into public sector management, attempting to test the positive effect of public sector leaders' ISB on subordinates' TCB, which enriches the research on the influencing factors of civil servants' TCB. Second, this study attempts to examine the mediating effect of PSM in the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB, which explains the key links of public sector leaders' ISB influencing subordinates' TBC and the influence mechanism of civil servants' TCB more clearly. Third, this study explores the possible moderating effect of subordinates' ET on the relationship between the ISB of government leaders and the PSM of subordinates, which also expands boundary conditions between the above factors. Practically, this study discusses and verifies the internal mechanism and boundary conditions of how government leaders' ISB affects their subordinates' TCB, which provides important evidence for strengthening leaders' ISB, cultivating civil servants' PSM, and promoting civil servants' TCB. It also supplies some practical suggestions for public sector innovation and civil servants' training.



Theory and hypotheses


Theory of planned behavior

The theory of planned behavior is a well-known attitude–behavior relationship theory (Duan and Jiang, 2008), which is used to explain human behavior in specific situations (Ajzen, 1991). This theory believes that behavioral attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control determine behavioral intentions, and behavioral intentions directly determine actual behaviors. Behavioral attitude is an individual's like or dislike, positive or negative evaluation of engaging in a specific behavior, and the core of which is a behavioral belief. Subjective norms refer to the social pressure individual experiences when deciding whether to engage in a specific behavior, reflecting the influence of important others or groups on the individual's behavioral decision-making. Perceptive behavioral control refers to the degree of difficulty an individual perceived in controlling and performing a certain behavior (Ajzen, 2011). The theory of planned behavior has been widely used to predict the rational and challenging behaviors of individuals in organizations, which also provides a theoretical perspective for understanding the pre-factors of the civil servants' TCB. In this study, we assume that civil servants are surrounded by uncertainty. If they want to change the status quo of work, there will be a denial of existing rules and procedures of the organization. Therefore, before implementing TCB, civil servants would be more cautious. It is a dynamic process from the ISB of the public sector leaders to subordinates' TCB. They have completed the transformation from being capable of change, willing to change, to making change. First, when leaders in the public sector share information, their subordinates not only receive ample information resources but also feel the goodwill of leaders. Second, when subordinates realize that the leader's ISB is a kind of trust and recognition for them, they will be encouraged to change the status quo of work, which nurtures the motivation of TCB. Finally, subordinates with a high willingness of TCB will implement change behaviors, externalizing the motivation of change into behaviors of change. Therefore, this research constructs a theoretical framework of “cognition-motivation-behavior” based on planned behavior theory, which is used to analyze how the public sector leaders' ISB affects their subordinates' TCB.



Leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in the public sector

Leader's ISB refers to leaders sharing views and opinions on various topics with their subordinates proactively (Nifadkar et al., 2019). Previous studies have more defaulted it as the leader's work ISB (Hatfield and Huseman, 1982; Snyder and Morris, 1984). Nifadkar et al. (2019) divided leaders' ISB into work ISB and non-work ISB. The former refers to leaders' proactive actions aiming at sharing information with subordinates that may help them complete official tasks, clarify official policies, explain performance expectations, and inform them of the procedures to fulfill their official responsibilities. The latter refers to leaders' communication with subordinates about their concerns, interests, and activities outside of the organization. The more frequently information sharing takes place, the more tasks, goals, and policies leaders communicate with their subordinates, and the more interests, hobbies, and activities outside the organization leaders convey (Chen et al., 2018). As a positive leadership behavior, ISB has strengthened the connection with subordinates and further enhanced the organizational LMX. In this context, subordinates will easily believe that they are valuable and trustworthy (He et al., 2020), which encourages them to participate in the development and progress of the organization with a master mentality (Gao et al., 2011). In this study, we defined the public sector leaders' ISB as leaders communicating the goals and policies of the government, explaining relevant decisions, and sharing personal interests, as well as family conditions to subordinates through open communication in the process of public affairs governance.

Taking charge behavior is defined as a behavior that voluntarily makes constructive efforts to optimize work processes and improve work methods, aiming at organizational functional changes. It can also be called transformational organizational citizenship behavior (Homberg et al., 2019; Lin and Zhang, 2019). This study defines civil servants' TCB as the behavior of civil servants who actively propose and share new ideas and use or promote new methods around working methods, working procedures, and policy requirements. That is, to improve the effectiveness of policy implementation and enhance the performance of public services, civil servants take proactive and constructive changes in working methods, policies, and procedures (Vigoda-Gadot and Beeri, 2012; Tan, 2019). TCB is regarded as a risky behavior that challenges the status quo. Except for individual's characteristics, TCB has also been affected by organizational contexts such as leadership behavior (Bettencourt, 2004).

Measures taken by different types of leadership styles in creating an organizational atmosphere or role demonstrating would encourage civil servants' TCB (Meijer, 2014). This study believes that leaders' ISB will encourage subordinates' TCB in the public sector or civil servants' TCB. Specifically, in the public sector, leaders with high ISB will explain organizational tasks to subordinates to help them understand how their work integrated with sectors' goals, clarify their own roles and responsibilities (Guo and Liao, 2014), enhance autonomy and responsibility, and improve awareness of the importance of their work, which stimulates subordinates' TCB. Moreover, in the process of information sharing, the trust between leaders and subordinates is bound to increase. When subordinates obtain more trust and support from the leader, they would be more confident in trying new things (Chiaburu and Baker, 2006). Because the leader in the public sector would tolerate and understand some wrong experiences of subordinates, which is of great intensive for subordinates and then inspires their TCB. In addition, when leaders share information with subordinates in the public sector, it will also stimulate the subordinates' reciprocal exchange psychology and show the same information exchange behavior (Chan, 2014; He et al., 2021). The accumulation of information provides sufficient resources for the subordinates to take charge. Different types of leaders provide subordinates with material or non-material work resources, and subordinates repay the leader with behavioral innovation (Wynen et al., 2020). Leaders' ISB in the public sector could be regarded as providing information resources for subordinates, which would promote subordinates' TCB.

Based on the above statements, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Leaders' ISB in the public sector positively affects the subordinates' TCB.



Mediation effect of PSM on the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in the public sector
 
Leaders' ISB and subordinates' PSM in the public sector

In Perry and Wise (1990), first proposed the concept of PSM and developed the theory of PSM. PSM includes four dimensions: attraction to policy-making, commitment to the public interest, compassion, and self-sacrifice (Perry, 1996). In the context of Chinese culture, some scholars have summarized it into three dimensions: attraction to participate in public decision-making, identification with public interests, and dedication and sacrifice (Liu et al., 2018). In this study, PSM means the internal motivation of civil servants to provide services for the public in engaging in public affairs.

Public service motivation is not invariable, but variable with the change in the external environment and internal cognition (Wang and Shu, 2018). Existing studies have verified that social and historical background, organizational environment, individual characteristics, and behavior as independent variables would affect the formation of PSM (Perry, 2000). Leadership factors, as an important variable of organizational environment, undoubtedly play an irreplaceable role in the formation of subordinates' PSM (Bass, 1985; Liu, 2015), especially transformational leadership, service-oriented leadership, ethical leadership, and relational behavior of leaders will positively affect subordinates' PSM (Chen and Lin, 2016; Ge, 2016; Tang and Fang, 2020; Chen and Liu, 2021). However, the relationship between leaders' ISB, specific leadership behavior, and subordinates' PSM still needs to be further explored.

Based on the influence of “guanxi” culture with a “diversity-orderly structure,” leaders' ISB to subordinates will shorten the distance between leaders and subordinates, create a trustworthy working environment, and form a high-quality relationship between leaders and subordinates through open exchanges and communication. Under these conditions, the basic psychological needs of subordinates can be fully satisfied, thus motivating them to pursue higher-level values, such as the mission of serving others and society (Perry et al., 2010; He et al., 2019). Li and Wang (2016) believes that a good relationship with leaders could enhance subordinates' PSM. Leaders' ISB in the public sector is also conducive to establishing a good relationship between leaders and subordinates, which would promote the formation of subordinates' PSM. In addition, an individual sense of security and belonging is an effective environmental factor of individual internal motivation (Zhang et al., 2010). Leaders' ISB in the public sector also includes sharing interests with subordinates and helping clarify policy objectives and tasks, which creates a relaxed working atmosphere and relieves the spiritual height of tension and stress. In this way, subordinates' sense of security and belonging would be strengthened, then, promoting the public service motivation of subordinates.

Based on the above statements, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: Leaders' ISB in the public sector positively affects the subordinates' PSM.



Subordinates' PSM and TCB in the public sector

Public service motivation has a significant influence on subordinates' attitudes and behaviors in the public sector. Some studies have shown that civil servants' PSM positively influences the change in organizational citizenship behavior (Chen and Lin, 2016), TCB (Homberg et al., 2019; Chen and Liu, 2021), innovation behavior (Tan, 2019), etc. Moreover, PSM is an important motive force for the innovation of civil servants (Miao et al., 2018). This study also believes that subordinates' PSM would promote their TCB in the public sector. Specifically, the stronger the subordinates' PSM in the public sector is, the more they will show the value tendency and altruistic behavior tendency of serving society (Chen et al., 2019). They would insist on the faith of serving people and pursuing the tenet of serving the people. Thus, subordinates in the public sector are required not only to meet basic job requirements but also to optimize work processes and methods, which are used to change the status quo and bring functional changes to the organization (Li et al., 2019).

Subordinates in the public sector with high-level PSM will identify their selfless service role more clearly, integrating the sense of responsibility and mission of serving the people into their work, challenging the status quo of work, making changes, and practicing more proactive reform behaviors (Chen and Lin, 2016). At the same time, they will explore how to respond to public demand and serve public interests better by using the discretionary space, thus presenting more TCB. In addition, subordinates in the public sector with strong PSM are full of the spirit of sacrifice for the public interest, and they are willing to bear the risks and other negative effects brought by innovation. As a result, they dare to innovate and reform (Tan, 2018). Relevant literature also proved that the stronger PSM of subordinates is, the less resistant they are to taking change (Homberg et al., 2019).

Based on the above statements, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: Subordinates' PSM positively affect their TCB in the public sector.



Mediated effect of PSM in the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in the public sector

From the above argument, we believe that leaders' ISB in the public sector positively influences the subordinates' TCB. Furthermore, many literature studies take PSM into account in studying the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB. Considering the public nature of government departments, leaders usually convey the importance of public service to their subordinates to cultivate their motivation to actively provide public service to citizens, which also accords with the role positioning of people's public servants. According to the theory of planned behavior, when leaders share information with subordinates, subordinates will recognize leaders' trust, at the same time, receive the value concept of public service conveyed by leaders, and then strengthen subordinate's PSM of serving citizens and society, thus promoting subordinates' TCB, which reproduces the progress cognition—motivation—behavior.

Moreover, public service motivation is a behavioral tendency accompanied by positive emotional experience, which is an important link between the external environment and employee behavior (Chen and Wu, 2008; Guo et al., 2014). This study believes that in the public sector, civil servants' PSM is an important motivation that can effectively receive the information shared by leaders and make positive responses. High PSM can make up for the lack of external motivation (Miao et al., 2018) and form a strong sense of responsibility, mission, self-sacrifice spirit, etc. These elements can inspire civil servants to actively participate in the decision-making process of government departments and dare to put forward new ideas, which promotes the generation of TCB. In short, leaders' ISB in the public sector would influence subordinates' TCB through the intermediary variable of PSM.

Based on the above statements, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4: PSM mediates the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in the public sector.




Moderated effect of emotional trust

Subordinates' trust in the leaders can be described as a psychological state in which they are willing to expose weaknesses to the leader based on positive expectations of the leader's intentions and behaviors without fear of being taken advantage of by the leader (Wei and Long, 2011). ET is built on the emotional interaction between subordinates and leaders, and the positive reciprocal experience and frequency of interaction will affect its formation (Mcallister, 1995). Existing studies have verified that ET is a special and deep psychological state, and once formed, it would have a lasting and stable influence on subordinates (Miao et al., 2014). Leaders' behavior also has a great influence on the formation of subordinates' trust (Chen et al., 2014), and leaders' ISB shows their trust to subordinates to great extent (Shi et al., 2012). We believe that leaders' ISB in the public sector will also produce subordinates' trust to varying degrees. As time goes by, this psychological state will affect subordinates' motivation to serve the public. Therefore, this study focuses on the moderated effect of subordinates' ET.

Subordinates with high ET have a positive attitude toward the leaders' ISB, and they regard leaders' ISB as leaders' expressions of trust and affirmation. In this situation, leaders' ISB makes subordinates strongly feel cared for and concerned by their leaders, which stimulates subordinates' sense of responsibility and mission, improves their enthusiasm, and promotes the formation of PSM. However, subordinates with low ET will hold a negative attitude toward the leader's ISB, regarding it as pressure from leaders. In this situation, leaders' ISB would cause subordinates' fear and exacerbate the sense of distance between leaders and subordinates, which reduces subordinates' sense of identity and responsibility to the organization and restrains the formation of PSM. Therefore, we assume that the level of ET could affect the mechanism of leaders' ISB and subordinates' PSM. That means in the high-level ET, leaders' ISB promotes the formation of subordinates' PSM; in the low-level ET, leaders' ISB restrains the formation of subordinates' PSM.

Based on the above statements, we propose the following hypothesis

H5: ET moderates the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' PSM in the public sector.

Based on the above hypotheses, subordinates' PSM mediates the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB, while subordinates' ET moderates the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' PSM. Therefore, we propose that ET moderates the mediation effect of PSM on leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in the public sector, namely, a moderated mediation effect. Specifically, in the condition of high ET, leaders' ISB in the public sector would significantly promote subordinates' PSM and then lead them to take charge. On the contrary, in the low-level ET, leaders' ISB affects subordinates' PSM less and then weakens the mediation effect of PSM on the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB.

Based on the above statements, we propose the following hypothesis:

H6: ET moderates the mediation effect of PSM on the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB.

Thus, we construct the conceptual model as shown in Figure 1.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.





Research design


Research samples

The data for this study came from a questionnaire survey of civil servants in Shanghai, Shandong, Jiangxi, Guangdong, Guangxi, Xizang, and other provinces and cities in China. The respondents of the questionnaire come from administrative departments, judicial departments, party and mass organs, the National People's Congress, and other departments of China, which have good representativeness. In this survey, a total of 300 questionnaires were sent out and 203 were recovered, with a recovery rate of 67.67%. After eliminating 3 invalid questionnaires, 200 valid questionnaires were obtained, with an effective rate of 98.52%.

According to the descriptive statistics of samples, 52% are male participants and 48% are female participants; 65.69% are 25–35 years old, 19.12% are 25 years old or younger, 12.25% are 35–45 years old, 1.96% are 45–55 years old, and 0.98% are 55 years old or older; 69.12% of respondents are undergraduates, 23.04% are postgraduate, 6.86% are junior college students, and 0.98% are with doctoral degrees; 63.24% of respondents are staff members, 19.12% are section chiefs, 13.73% are clerks, 2.94% are division chiefs, and 0.98% are director general or above. The participants who are working 3 years and below account for 41.18%, 3–5 years account for 23.53%, 5–10 years account for 17.65%, 10–15 years account for 8.82%, and above 15 years account for 8.82%; 64.22% of respondents are in the eastern region, 26.96% of respondents are in the middle region, and 8.82% of respondents are in the western region. Respondents in government agency account for 59.8%, the party and the masses agency account for 23.04%, judiciary agency accounts for 16.67%, and 0.49% is in national peoples' congress or people's political consultative. According to the above data, most of the research respondents in this paper are young and highly educated civil servants, who are fresh out of school and are more agile in thinking. They are more likely to inspire PSM under the information sharing of leaders, thus leading to active reform, which is in line with the purpose of this study.



Measure instruments

The main variables measured in this study are leaders' ISB in the public sector, subordinates' TCB, PSM, and ET. All measuring scales are derived from mature scales used in the relevant literature. Through the translation of multiple people, some items are revised to facilitate understanding and answers. Finally, a questionnaire is formed to investigate the influence of leaders' ISB in the public sector on subordinates' TCB.

We adopted the 12-item scale suggested by Nifadkar et al. (2019) to measure leaders' ISB in the public sector. In combination with the actual situation of the public sector, Nifadkar's scale (2019) was translated and modified to better measure leaders' ISB, items including “My leader will inform me of official regulations and policies” and “My leader will share his/her family plan with me.” The Cronbach's α value is 0. 935. We adopted the 9-item scale suggested by Vigoda-Gadot and Beeri (2012) and Homberg et al. (2019) to measure subordinates' TCB, items including “I will try to change the way of work to improve efficiency” and “I will try to correct imperfect/wrong work procedures or measures.” The Cronbach's α value is 0.963. We adopted the 8-item scale suggested by Bao and Li (2016) to measure subordinates' PSM, items including “It is important for me to make contributions to social welfare” and “I am willing to sacrifice my interests for social welfare.” The Cronbach's α value is 0.925. We adopted the 5-item scale suggested by Mcallister (1995) and Zhang et al. (2015) to measure subordinates' ET, items including “I and my leader can freely share thoughts/feelings and hopes.” Cronbach's α value is 0.936.

All items are measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly inconsistent and 5 = strongly consistent). In addition, previous studies have shown that gender, age, educational level, working duration, and other factors would affect civil servants' TCB (Demircioglu, 2020). Therefore, the above variables are taken as control variables in this study.




Data analysis


Validity testing

First, the recovered data were used to take exploratory factor analysis by SPSS 22.0, the KMO value was 0.940, >0.7. Then, we took confirmatory factor analysis by AMOS 24.0 to verify the discriminant validity among the four variables, which are leaders' ISB in the public sector, subordinates' TCB, PSM, and ET. These variables were established factor models to compare their fittingness, the results are shown in Table 1. From Table 1, we can see that the four-factor model fits well, CFI and IFI values were 0.901, RMSEA was 0.085; X2/df was 2.440. According to these fitting indexes, we think the four-factor model is much better than those of other factor models and achieves a high standard.


TABLE 1 Result of confirmatory factor analysis.
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Common method bias analysis

In this study, Harman's single-factor test was used to test the common method bias between variables. The test results showed that there were 5 factors with an eigenvalue >1, and the total variance interpretation was 77.2%. The variance interpretation of the first principal component was 18.784%, less than half of the total variance interpretation. Thus, common method bias was not so serious in this study.



Descriptive statistics analysis

We carried out the descriptive statistics and correlation statistics of each variable through SPSS, and the results are shown in Table 2. In Table 2, we can see that leaders' ISB in the public sector is positively correlated with subordinates' TCB (r = 0.778, p < 0.01), ET (r = 0.429, p < 0.01), and PSM (r = 0.450, p < 0.01). ET is positively correlated with subordinates' TCB (r = 0.509, p < 0.01) and PSM (r = 0.476, p < 0.01). PSM is positively correlated with subordinates' TCB (r = 0.725, p < 0.01). Based on these results, we could verify the hypotheses proposed further.


TABLE 2 Mean, standard deviations, and correlations of variables.

[image: Table 2]



Mediation effect test

We test the mediation effect of PSM on leaders' ISB in the public sector and subordinates' TCB through PROCESS suggested by Hayes (2013), and the results are shown in Table 3. In model 3, having controlled gender, age, education background, working years, region, and post nature, we found that leaders' ISB in the public sector positively affects subordinates' TCB (β = 0.389, p < 0.001), thus, H1 is verified. In model 1, leaders' ISB in the public sector positively affects subordinates' PSM (β = 0.343, p < 0.001), thus, H2 is verified. In model 4, we take leaders' ISB and PSM as independent variables and compared with model 2, the results show that the regression coefficient of subordinates' TCB decreased from 0.389 to 0.153, p < 0.001, and PSM positively affects subordinates' TCB (β = 0.687, p < 0.001). Therefore, H3 and H4 are verified. At the same time, we use the Bootstrap method to test the mediation effect of PSM. In Table 4, the results show that the indirect effect value is 0.236, accounting for 60.64% of the total effect, and the 95% confidence interval is [0.142, 0.338], excluding 0. It further verifies the partial mediation effect of PSM between leaders' ISB in the public sector and subordinates' TCB.


TABLE 3 Testing of mediation effect and moderation effect.

[image: Table 3]


TABLE 4 Mediation effect of PSM based on bootstrap.
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Moderation effect test

Based on the results of model 1 in Table 3, leaders' ISB in the public sector positively affects subordinates' PSM. To test the moderation effect of ET on leaders' ISB in the public sector and subordinates' PSM, we added the interaction item of ET into model 2 and conducted a regression analysis. The results show that the regression coefficient of the interaction term is significant (β = 0.057; p < 0.05). Therefore, ET moderated the relationship between leaders' ISB in the public sector and PSM. Thus, H5 is verified. That is, when subordinates' ET is strong, the influence of leaders' ISB on subordinates' PSM would be significantly enhanced, whereas, when subordinates' ET is weak, the influence of leaders' ISB on subordinates' PSM would be significantly weakened.

To observe the moderation effect of ET more intuitively, this study drew the decomposition graph of the moderating effect according to the method recommended by Aiken and West (1991), as shown in Figure 2. Leaders' ISB in the public sector has different effects on subordinates' PSM in different levels of ET. When subordinates' ET is high, the slope of the line is steeper, and leaders' ISB in the public sector has a strong impact on subordinates' PSM. When subordinates' ET is low, the slope of the line is relatively gentle, and leaders' ISB in the public sector has a weak impact on subordinates' PSM.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Moderation effect of emotional trust on the relationship between leaders' information sharing behavior in the public sector and subordinates' taking charge behavior.




Moderated mediation effect test

When testing whether ET moderates the mediation effect of PSM on leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB, we integrated relevant variables into a model for verification and analysis through PROCESS. Model 7 is selected, and the sample size of Bootstrap is set to 5,000. The confidence interval is set as 95%, and the running results are shown in Table 5. In Table 5, we can observe that ET significantly moderated the mediation effect of PSM on leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB (the moderating index is 0.039, 95% confidence interval [0.005, 0.074], exclude 0), and there is a moderated mediation effect. When the ET level is low, the 95% confidence interval [−0.206, 0.121] includes 0, indicating that the mediation effect of PSM is not significant under the condition of low ET. When the ET level is high, the 95% confidence interval [0.034, 0.234] excludes 0, indicating that the mediation effect of PSM is significant under the condition of high ET. Therefore, H6 is supported.


TABLE 5 Mediation effect of PSM under different levels of ET.
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Research conclusion and discussion


Research conclusion

Based on the theory of planned behavior, this study constructs a moderated mediation model of leaders' ISB in the public sector affecting subordinates' TCB under the framework of “cognition-motivation-behavior.” We introduce the research on the relationship between leaders' ISB and subordinates' TCB in Chinese government departments. Taking 200 Chinese civil servants as samples, the empirical research found that the leaders' ISB in the public sector positively affects subordinates' TCB. PSM mediated the relationship between them. ET moderated the relationship between leaders' ISB in the public sector and PSM. Moreover, ET moderated the mediation effect of PSM on the leaders' ISB in the public sector and subordinates' TCB.

With the development of the economy and society, government departments in the new era have higher innovation requirements for civil servants and leaders, calling for civil servants to take charge and promoting the construction of higher-quality government departments. TCB is reflected in the individual voluntary efforts to improve and update the existing workflow to realize the functional change of the organization. Leaders' ISB is stimulating subordinates' trust in leaders and recognition of the organization through the transmission of work information and non-work information to subordinates to spontaneously produce TCB. This study suggests that the leaders' ISB is naturally compatible with the subordinates' TCB, and it can significantly improve the subordinates' TCB. This process is also realized through subordinates' PSM. Moreover, when subordinates have a high degree of ET in leaders, and the organization, leaders' ISB is more likely to lead to TCB based on the PSM of subordinates.



Theoretical significance

The theoretical contributions of this study include the following three aspects:

First, we enrich the research results of ISB and TCB in the field of public administration by introducing the relationship between them into the Chinese public sector. Previous studies on leaders' ISB are more reflected in the field of business management and verified its positive impact on employees' TCB (Zhu et al., 2021). This study took civil servants as research objects, detailing the factors of leaders' behavior that affects civil servants' TCB, empirically testing the influence of leaders' ISB in the public sector on subordinates' TCB, which enriches the study on antecedent variables of civil servants' TCB.

Second, we explore the influence mechanism of leaders' ISB in the public sector on subordinates' TCB, opening the “black box” from leaders' ISB to subordinates' TCB. From the perspective of the theory of planned behavior, this study constructed the theory model of “cognition-motivation-behavior,” more clearly showing the process of leaders' ISB in the public sector affecting subordinates' TCB through PSM, which enriches the application of the theory of planned behavior and broadens the research perspective of PSM.

Third, based on the Chinese culture, we examine the boundary effects of leaders' ISB and PSM on subordinates' TCB by introducing ET as a moderated variable. It also echoes Zhang and Zhou's (2014) suggestion that leadership behavior significantly impacts employee innovation in the condition of high trust. Therefore, we delineated a clear condition that leaders' ISB in the public sector affects subordinates' TCB by identifying the boundary condition of ET.



Practical implication

Civil servants' TCB in their work is of primary importance in the public sector. How leaders in the public sector motivate subordinates' TCB is a major challenge in the field of public administration. The practical implication for civil servants' TCB provided by the conclusion of this study includes the following.

First, leaders in the public sector should enhance information sharing with their subordinates to stimulate subordinates' TCB. Civil servants' TCB is the spontaneous innovation of daily work processes and methods, which is the backbone of the reform and innovation in the public sector. The research of this study found that leaders' ISB in the public sector significantly promotes subordinates' TCB. As one of the important contents of leadership role behavior, information conveying (Xu and Ou, 2012) positively drives subordinates' TCB. With the development of information technology and the increasing knowledge mastered by subordinates, it is no longer appropriate for leaders to obtain power through blockading and monopolizing information and restricting subordinates' Nanjing University of Administration Research Group (2004). Subordinates increasingly need to get sufficient information to cope with the complex and changeable organizational environment (Chen et al., 2018). Therefore, leaders in the public sector should strengthen information sharing with subordinates, communicating with them as much as possible, and form a benign interactive relationship, so that subordinates can not only obtain more information resources but also establish trust and ownership with leaders, which enable subordinates to change and dare to change. The communication between leaders and subordinates can be conducted through regular symposiums, regular outdoor activities, dinner parties, and other leisure and entertainment, so that leaders and subordinates can not only exchange more information on work but also share information on life. Some leaders may selectively share information with subordinates based on their preference, which is not conducive to subordinates' TCB. Therefore, the leaders in the public sector need to share information with subordinates more actively, to provide resource support and emotional encouragement for subordinates' TCB.

Second, the public sector should pay attention to cultivating civil servants' PSM and do a good job in the psychological construction of seeking happiness for the people and development for society. This study shows that civil servants' PSM not only affects their TCB, but mediates the relationship between leaders' ISB and civil servants' TCB partially, which means civil servants' PSM is a key variable deserving more attention. It requires the public sector to pay attention to those of high PSM in the daily selection of civil servants, and at the same time, strengthen the cultivation of PSM for the current civil servants. Through more theoretical learning and practice, civil servants could deepen their perception of PSM, strengthen their attention to PSM, stimulate their TCB, and at the same time, effectively convey the influence of leaders' ISB in the public sector on subordinates' TCB.

Third, leaders in the public sector should attach importance to the establishment of subordinates' ET, forming a good relationship between leaders and subordinates, and constructing a harmonious organizational atmosphere, which creates conditions for subordinates to take charge. In the public sector, subordinates' trust in leaders is the basis for the practice of leaders' ISB. Without this basis, leaders' information-sharing effect would be greatly weakened. This study found that ET, as a boundary condition affecting civil servants' TCB, has a significant moderated effect. We suggested that leaders and subordinates in their usual work are consistent with words and deeds and establish a reliable and trustworthy image of each other. Therefore, leaders can deepen the interaction and communication with subordinates in work, life, and other aspects. In this way, ET would be cultivated, and then subordinates' TCB would have occurred easier.



Limitation of study

The limitations of this study are as follows: First, this study only focuses on the individual level of civil servants and takes PSM as a mediated variable to explore the influence path of leaders' ISB in the public sector, which is slightly inadequate in the model explanation. In future studies, the factors influencing subordinates' TCB at the organizational level, such as organizational atmosphere, can be added to the model to increase the explanation. Second, in terms of data collection, the measurement of core variables in this study adopts civil servants' self-assessment and is carried out in the same period, so it is difficult to further determine the causal relationship of the model. In future studies, time series design and other evaluations will be used to collect data to reduce the deviation of common methods. Although we believe that the sample size should be 5–10 times the items in the scale, and 200 copies have reached the minimum standard of the sample size, it is still necessary to expand the sample size in future research.
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