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Editorial on the Research Topic
 The psychological outcomes for leadership and employees in the education sector




The Research Topic aims to analyze leadership studies and their profound impact on organizational policy, decision-making, and employee behavior. Effective leadership shapes an organization's success by determining its direction, sustainability, and competitive advantages. However, the gap remains in understanding how a leader's actions affect followers. The exploration of these dynamics is crucial for obtaining practical implications, particularly in the field of education. Among the themes explored in this topic are positive and negative leadership effects, organizational behavior, and employee wellbeing in the education sector. Besides quantitative and qualitative studies, the topic encourages research that utilizes multiple sources of data, incorporates multiple levels of analysis, and employs multiple methods.

The studies in this topic have explored the relationship between a leader's actions and their effects on the health and wellbeing of their followers: (1) The role of higher education institutes in indorsing law-abiding behavior in students (Dong and Zeb). (2) How various leadership styles increase or decrease academic staff's job satisfaction (Kasalak et al.). (3) Explore the mediating role of organizational commitment in the relationship between ethical leadership and employees' ethical work behavior (Guo et al.). (4) Study examines the moderating effect of leader-member exchange (LMX) for increasing job satisfaction in post COVID-19 Pandemic in Palestinian Universities (Horoub and Zargar). (5) How to inspire teachers' enthusiasm for educational reform from the perspective of organizational support (Hsieh et al.). (6) A discussion regarding understanding the mediating effect of college teaching self-efficacy (CTSE) on the relationship between faculty job stress and job satisfaction (Liu et al.). (7) If supervisory styles are key predictors of graduate students' innovation capability and performance (Yang et al.).

Another study explores the role of higher educational institutions in the development of pupils' law-abiding behavior (Dong and Zeb). It has shed light on factors such as age, gender, education, occupation, and location that influence law-abiding behavior. Apart from law-abiding factor, HEI plays a significant part in the economic and social advancement of individuals (Popova and Popovs, 2022). The universities play a significant role in fostering positive changes in a student's life, nurturing intellectual and cognitive growth. Nevertheless, without appropriate guidance, students may adopt deviant behaviors, non-law abidance, and embrace detrimental beliefs. The author has proposed to establish a climate of respect and harmony to prevent the deviant behavior on the part of students, such as violence, drug use, and addictive behavior etc.

With ever-increasing competition, higher education examines new approaches of leadership as universities face several challenges to compete in a globalized world and develop sustainable leadership. Adoption of appropriate leadership style bring positive outcomes such as, the employees' retention, organizational justice and organizational trust, organizational commitment, and academic staff performance (Jameel and Ahmad, 2020). According to the previous research (Kasalak et al.), Spiritual leadership is characterized by love, compassion, honesty, harmony, unity, and peace and is ranked at the top of the leadership styles list that impact employee job satisfaction unswervingly. In addition, Passive leadership has a negative effect on academic staff satisfaction, whereas transactional leadership has a strong but limited effect.

According to a recent survey conducted in the United States in 2018, employees are concerned about the declining integrity and honesty of their leaders. Leaders who are empowered by the quality of ethical leadership treat their employees fairly and respectfully (Huo et al., 2022). A study conducted by Guo et al., highlights the increasing unethical behavior of Chinese employees, resulting in the higher costs to organizations such as, early departures, misuse of official computers, and use of office telephones for unofficial calls. The organization and leaders should maintain an effective environment to boost the employees' workplace ethical behavior.

China has been experiencing challenges such as poor academic results and a lack of innovation predominantly due to two following reasons: First, the increasing number of post graduates and second, procrastination in completion of their degree program. Here, the supervisor's role is of great significance for their academic performance. Harmonious academic passion (HAP) is considered vital individual characteristic which stimulates and persuades graduates to engage themselves in research pursuits. According to Yang et al. the learners with increased level of HAP produce more clear research proposals, hence bring more creativity in their academic endeavors.

Leadership that empowers individuals instead of focusing on traditional power approaches is considered a positive and ethical technique that leads to positive outcomes for employees and the organization. Leaders can strengthen other workers by promoting their societal and cognitive facets (Horoub and Zargar). The author affirms the view that applying Leader-member exchange (LMX) empowered leadership to heighten the job satisfaction of the employee and boost interaction with the teachers in academic settings, which will impact their wellbeing.

The academic field has observed a constant influx of reforms that have increased teachers' workload in educational settings. In such circumstances, maintaining teachers' enthusiasm to accept the change is crucial from an organizational perspective. The research by Hsieh et al. has explored the relationship between organizational support (OS), job engagement (JE), and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) in an educational context. Teachers' retention in colleges and universities has become a great challenge for higher education institutions. Although it is a global concern, however, China witnesses a decline of retention level due to research incapabilities and teaching load that in turn derive anxiety, cognitive fatigue and burnout (Yin et al., 2020; Liu et al.).

This Research Topic has various contributions particularly the leadership impact on organizational aspects and how it affects employees' psychological, social, and ethical wellbeing. The different studies have extended the existing literature by introducing new dynamics by embedding ethical values, innovative leadership, and maintaining teachers' enthusiasm amidst educational challenges.
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Supervisory styles Are Key predictors of graduate students’ innovation performance (GSIP), but the mediating and moderating mechanisms underlying this relationship require further exploration. Based on the job demands-resources model and conservation of resources theory, this study analyzed the influence of supervisory styles on GSIP, including the mediating role of psychological capital (PsyCap) and the moderating role of harmonious academic passion (HAP). Questionnaires were completed by 400 graduate students from a Chinese university. The results indicated that (1) both supportive and directive supervisory styles (SSS and DSS) were positively related To GSIP, (2) PsyCap fully mediated the relationship between SSS and GSIP, and (3) HAP significantly moderated the effect of DSS but exhibited no moderating influence on the effect of SSS. These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of why, how and when supervisory styles influence GSIP. Implications for both theory and practice as well as the limitations of this research are discussed.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

Over the past decade, China has implemented a number of measures to improve the quality of postgraduate education and to develop innovative capacity (Liu et al., 2020). However, several large-scale surveys on the quality of postgraduate training in China since 2000 have consistently revealed that the overall situation of postgraduate innovation in China is not encouraging. Furthermore, on the one hand, due to the popularization of higher education in China, the number of graduate students is increasing rapidly. On the other hand, the delayed graduation rate of doctoral students in China is increasing, and a lack of academic output has emerged as the most significant barrier to graduation. Therefore, improving graduate students’ innovation capability and performance has become an important subject in Chinese graduate education research.

In China, the supervisor responsibility system is the main approach used to graduate education, and the supervisor is the person most responsible for training postgraduates (Wang et al., 2022a). Al-Sawai (2013) defined leadership as “the behavior of an individual directing the activities of a group toward a shared goal.” Thus, the behavior associated with and process of supervising postgraduate students also constitute a form of leadership. Postgraduate education in China is currently plagued by issues such as a “laissez-faire” approach, “squeezing guidance,” and insufficient guidance, thus indicating the urgency of research concerning supervisor leadership (Bao and Yang, 2021). Numerous organizational studies have explored the relationship between leadership and employee creative and innovative performance (Hughes et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2019; Syed et al., 2021). However, leadership research in the education sector has typically focused on executive positions (Al-Husseini and Elbeltagi, 2016; Akhtar et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022) and has given less attention to academic leadership (Zacher and Johnson, 2015; Meng and Zhao, 2018) and its effect on students’ creativity (Gu et al., 2017; Meng et al., 2017).

The topics of supervisor leadership and graduate students’ creativity and innovation have drawn a great deal of attention in recent years (Liu et al., 2020). Researchers have claimed that supervisors’ leadership has both direct and indirect impacts on graduate students’ innovation and performance (Gu et al., 2017). For instance, intrinsic motivation mediates the relationship between supervisors’ leadership and graduate students’ creativity (Zacher and Johnson, 2015; Gu et al., 2017; Meng et al., 2017; Meng and Zhao, 2018; Xia et al., 2021). Additionally, creative self-efficacy (Gu et al., 2017) and professional knowledge (Meng and Zhao, 2018) have been shown to mediate the relationship between leadership style and innovation. However, it is obvious that previous research has overemphasized the mediating effect of intrinsic motivation to the detriment of other variables (Hughes et al., 2018). Researchers have also begun to outline the boundary conditions of the effect of supervisors’ leadership on graduate students’ innovation. For instance, personal initiative may serve as a moderator in the relationship between supervisors’ leadership and graduate students’ innovation (Wu et al., 2018). While previous research has provided useful insights into the mediating mechanisms and boundary conditions associated with the effect of supervisor leadership on graduate students’ innovation, additional research is required to uncover the dynamics through which supervisor leadership influences graduate students’ outcomes (Xia et al., 2021).

NATURE PhD SURVEY 2019 reported that 36% of respondents have sought help for anxiety or depression (Je, 2019), indicating that attention should be given to the psychological health of graduate students. Psychological capital (PsyCap), which is defined as an individual’s positive psychological state of development, can be developed and managed to promote performance enhancement (Luthans et al., 2007a). Numerous empirical studies have confirmed the strong relationship between PsyCap and employee attitudes, behaviors, and performance (Newman et al., 2014). Further, the mediating role played by PsyCap especially in the relationship between organizational environments and employee outcomes has been examined (Newman et al., 2014). Despite the fact that PsyCap has also been studied in educational contexts (Guo et al., 2021), little is known regarding graduate students’ PsyCap and its role as a mediator in the relationship between supervisor leadership and graduate student innovation performance (GSIP). The development of innovation among graduate students does not occur in a psychological vacuum (Liu et al., 2020). Accordingly, this study employs PsyCap as a mediating variable in the relationship between supervisor leadership and GSIP in response to calls for further exploration of mediating variables other than intrinsic motivation (Hughes et al., 2018).

Previous research on the boundary conditions associated with the effect of supervisor leadership on graduate students’ innovation has been limited, and the potential moderating effects of numerous individual characteristics have not been considered (Zacher and Johnson, 2015; Meng et al., 2017). In situational leadership theories, individual characteristics may impact the effects of leadership (Hersey and Blanchard, 1982). Harmonious academic passion (HAP) is a crucial personal trait that motivates graduate students to conduct research willingly, and studies have shown that passion has a significant impact on performance (Vallerand et al., 2007). Answering the recent calls mentioned above, this study further examines the ways in which supervisory leadership and HAP interact to affect GSIP. Research on supervisor leadership and graduate students’ creativity has employed theoretical perspectives drawn from social cognitive theory (Gu et al., 2017) and Amabile’s componential theory of creativity (Meng and Zhao, 2018) to explain the mechanism underlying the relationship between these two factors, neglecting other theoretical explanations. The study employs the job demands-resources (JD-R) model and conservation of resources (COR) theory as distinct theoretical perspectives to clarify why, how and when supervisor leadership affects GSIP.

The current study adds to the literature on leadership and innovation performance by investigating academic leadership and its impact on student outcomes in the education sector. First, by integrating PsyCap as a psychological mechanism, the current study expands the literature on the relationship between supervisor leadership and GSIP. Second, by examining HAP’s moderating effect, the study contributes to the understanding of boundary conditions for supervisor leadership on GSIP. Finally, by introducing the JD-R model and COR theory, the theoretical framework for the influence of supervisor leadership on the academic development of graduate students is expanded. The research model is shown in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Research model.




Theory and hypothesis development

The JD-R model and COR theory constitute way-of thinking about the impacts of job demands and job resources (Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004) as well as personal characteristics (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) on employee psychological states and outcomes. Job demands might lead to resource loss, which can result in stress, health problems or other negative outcomes. Job resources are especially important for resource gain, which is in turn important for well-being or other positive outcomes. Following a method similar to that described above, the current study investigates the effect of job characteristics (supervisor leadership) and personal resources (PsyCap, HAP) on the outcome variable (GSIP) in an academic context.


Supervisory styles and innovation performance

According to the literature (Wang, 2013; Bao and Yang, 2019), supportive and directive supervision constitute the two fundamental supervisory styles used in China. This finding is consistent with the conclusions of previous studies on leadership, which have differentiated leadership into supportive and directive supervisory styles (Gu et al., 2017). A supportive supervisory style (SSS) occurs when a supervisor behaves in ways that favor relationship building with an emphasis on meeting the needs and preferences of students, caring for their well-being, and fostering a friendly and comforting research atmosphere (Gu et al., 2017). Normally, this supervisory relationship includes a combination of three types of support: (1) personal support, such as providing emotional support and boosting confidence when students face obstacles; (2) academic support, including being available to help with academic activities and providing timely feedback on student progress; and (3) autonomy support, e.g., recognizing the student’s viewpoint, urging them to express their thoughts openly, and giving them the opportunity to make their own decisions (Overall et al., 2011). A directive supervisory style (DSS), in contrast, primarily reflects task-oriented behavior by a supervisor that aims to provide team members with a framework for decision-making and action that is in line with the supervisor’s vision (Somech, 2016).

In the present study, innovation performance can be divided into “innovation” and “performance.” Innovation is commonly defined as the production or adoption of useful ideas and idea implementation (Scott and Bruce, 1994). As a core attribute of graduate students, innovation is particularly important to reach innovative research achievements. Performance represents the output that is made visible and known to others (Zhao et al., 2021b). When examining the process holistically, innovation performance is defined as a construct comprising an innovation process that is similar to innovative research behavior (Janssen, 2000) and an innovation outcome that is similar to academic research output (Guo et al., 2021). Previous research has examined a variety of individual and contextual factors as potential predictors of innovative work behavior and performance (Afsar et al., 2014; Etikariena, 2016). Among these factors, leadership and positive psychological states have proven to be the most influential (Kim and Beehr, 2022). Positive leadership behaviors such as supportive leadership, empowering leadership, and inclusive leadership, are positively related to employees’ innovative work behaviors and task-related performance (Gupta and Singh, 2014; Fang et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2022b).

Based on COR theory, supportive leadership can be viewed as a critical resource for employees in the workplace (Demerouti et al., 2001), which is effective in achieving positive results. Accordingly, the present study proposes that SSS could enhance GSIP. First, by providing personal support, supervisors offer graduate students resources to achieve their goals by providing them with reassurance and empathy, which can support them when they are faced with research-based obstacles, personal stressors, and confidence crises (Overall et al., 2011). This display of confidence plays an important role in reinforcing positive self-image and fostering positive work outcomes. Second, students who receive academic support from their supervisors obtain direct task-related assistance, such as help with research-related skills and practical issues. This type of support is a critical resource that allows students to advance in the research process (Amabile et al., 2004; Gupta and Singh, 2014). Finally, autonomy support constitutes a job resource that satisfies students’ need for autonomy (Ryan and Deci, 2000); it can improve graduate students’ enthusiasm, increase their autonomous motivation (Meng and Zhao, 2018), thus contributing to innovative performance. Overall, in line with COR theory and the JD-R model, SSS provides empathy, autonomy, feedback, advice, and practical assistance, all of which can aid students in engaging in innovative behaviors and yield better performance. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is presented:


H1a: SSS is positively related to GSIP.
 

DSS involves behavior by a supervisor that is focused on guiding task completion, managing debates, and dominating interactions (Gu et al., 2017). According to the JD-R model, DSS tends to be considered a challenge (Crawford et al., 2010) in Chinese higher education due to the culture of China, which emphasizes collectivism and high power distance (Gu et al., 2017). Subordinates who are accepting of this type of hierarchical power structure are more inclined to believe that leaders have inherent superiority, authority, and status (Peltokorpi, 2018). Because China is a traditional society that features high power distance (Hofstede, 1984), in the context of Chinese higher education, graduate students tend to accept DSS. Indeed, Chinese graduate students are more likely to take DSS for granted and evaluate this type of relationship with their supervisors as less stressful. Furthermore, DSSs that involve strict deadlines, for example, can shift graduate students’ attention away from nonlearning processes and toward problem solving. That is, DSS reduces cognitive “bad load” (Gu et al., 2017). Previous studies have demonstrated that directive leaders help their followers resolve tasks, clarify ambiguous roles, provide external monitoring, and reduce process loss, eventually leading their subordinates to perform at a higher level (Lorinkova et al., 2013; Somech, 2016). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H1b: DSS is positively related to GSIP.
 



Mediation of PsyCap

PsyCap, which is defined as an individual’s positive psychological state of development as manifested through self-efficacy, hope, optimism and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007a), can be developed and managed to promote performance enhancement (Luthans and Youssef, 2004). Self-efficacy is defined as “believing in one’s ability to mobilize cognitive resources to obtain specific outcomes”; hope refers to “having the willpower and pathways to attain one’s goals”; optimism refers to “the explanatory style that attributes positive events to internal, permanent and pervasive causes”; and resilience is “the capacity to bounce back from adversity, failure or even seeming overwhelming positive changes” (Luthans and Youssef, 2004). Although each of these four positive psychology constructions can improve employee outcomes, the higher-order factor may be better predictors of outcomes than the four individual facets (Luthans et al., 2007a). The organizational environment and, in particular, leadership are the primary antecedents of PsyCap. Previous research has identified various types of positive leadership that are conducive to the development of employee PsyCap, such as inclusive leadership, ethical leadership, transformational leadership, and authentic leadership (Rego et al., 2012; Bouckenooghe et al., 2014; Fang et al., 2019; Lei et al., 2020). There is a broad consensus among researchers that supportive leadership behaviors can boost employees’ PsyCap. However, research on supervisor leadership and graduate students’ PsyCap remains scarce (Ahmed et al., 2017).

According to COR theory, people strive to maintain and accumulate resources of various kinds, including job resources such as supervisory support. Therefore, SSS can improve the pool of resources from which students can draw, and this resource gain can help students develop a positive psychological state. First, by offering academic support, such as by providing task-related help, supervisors can help students obtain the knowledge and skills that they need to conduct scientific research more quickly and directly, thus making them more competent. Guo et al. (2021) discovered that the more competitive a student is, the greater their PsyCap. Second, supervisors, by providing autonomy, support and developmental feedback create an environment of self-determination, security and trust that enables students to concentrate their efforts on goal-related tasks and on the task of finding alternative pathways to solve problems and benefit from opportunities (Rego et al., 2012). Finally, when supervisors provide personal support to students by comforting them and empathizing with them, students are able to quickly recuperate from setbacks, which increases their resilience. By expressing respect and confidence in the student’s competence and talents, supervisors can help students see the positive side of situations and shift their emphasis away from the negative aspects, which can increase students’ resilience (Luthans et al., 2007b). As a job resource, SSS fosters the emergence of PsyCap in graduate students.

Several empirical studies have found evidence to support such an inference. Overall et al. (2011) discovered that autonomy support was an indicator of greater research self-efficacy. Gu et al. (2017) found that SSS was positively related to graduate students’ creative self-efficacy. Although limited, Ahmed et al. (2017) demonstrated that supervisor support is positively related to postgraduate students’ PsyCap. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H2: SSS is positively related to graduate students’ PsyCap.
 

PsyCap is often defined as a set of personal resources (Ahmed et al., 2017) that can help people achieve work objectives and personal growth in the same manner as job resources (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). Numerous studies have examined the impact of PsyCap and its various facets on employee attitudes, behaviors and performance (Newman et al., 2014). Building on existing research as well as by reference to COR theory, the present study proposes that graduate students’ PsyCap is positively related to their innovation performance. It is well known that the research process is not always smooth; it may be associated with risks and uncertainties, and it consumes students’ valuable resources (e.g., time, energy, self-confidence, and optimism), thus causing them to feel stressed and tense. PsyCap offers students a positive psychological resource that allows them to cope with stress (Li et al., 2015). Graduate students with high levels of PsyCap: (1) believe in their abilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of action necessary to conduct academic research successfully (self-efficacy), have the willpower and pathways necessary to achieve their research objectives (hope), make positive attributions of research difficulties and failures (optimism), and can bounce back from experimental failures or even seemingly overwhelming positive changes (resilience) (Luthans and Youssef, 2004). In summary, students with high levels of PsyCap have more resources at their disposal that allow them to engage in academic innovation and exhibit improved performance. Guo et al. (2021) found that postgraduates’ PsyCap is positively associated with their academic research performance. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H3: PsyCap is positively related to GSIP.
 

According to the relationships discussed above, it is possible that PsyCap mediates the relationship between SSS and GSIP. That is, supervisor support can improve graduate student PsyCap and thus lead to high innovation performance. According to COR theory, employees who work in a resourceful environment tend to develop personal resources that facilitate positive outcomes. The JD-R model also implies that personal resources mediate the relation between job characteristics and well-being (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). Empirically, studies have found that PsyCap mediates some types of the effect of leadership on employees’ work outcomes (Rego et al., 2012; Bouckenooghe et al., 2014; Gupta and Singh, 2014). Limited evidence has also suggested that research performance and postgraduate competence are partially mediated by PsyCap (Guo et al., 2021). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H4: PsyCap mediates the positive relationship between SSS and GSIP.
 



Moderation of HAP

Academic passion can be understood as an individual’s strong inclination toward academic research that the individual loves, values highly, and engages in regularly (Vallerand, 2015). Specifically, HAP results from autonomous internalization, which refers to graduate students’ free acceptance that academic research as important for them without any contingencies (Liu et al., 2016). HAP is a motivational force that leads graduate students to engage willingly in academic research (Bélanger and Ratelle, 2021). Previous research has demonstrated that HAP is positively related to academic engagement (Zhao et al., 2021a) and academic thriving (Zhou, 2021).

According to the JD-R model, HAP is a personal resource that can exacerbate the positive effect of SSS on GSIP (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). SSS is aligned with HAP, and this match contributes to graduate students’ optimal functioning (van den Broeck et al., 2011). This is because students with high HAP attempt to use available resources (such as supervisory support), which could assist them in achieving their goals. This assumption is also consistent with the contention that a match between personal and job characteristics can result in positive outcomes (Parkes, 1994). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H5a: HAP strengthens the positive association between SSS and GSIP; that is, this relationship is stronger when the level of HAP is high.
 

H1b predicts that DSS is positively related to GSIP. However, DSS may be incompatible with the leader behavior expected by harmoniously passionate students. That is, for students with high HAP, the positive effect of DSS on GSIP is lessened. Specifically, students with high HAP exhibit more academic initiative, and they are accustomed to self-directed goals rather than assigned goals. Thus, they may be uncomfortable with or may even reject DSS. Conversely, students who lack HAP have no clear research plan and are more likely to accept tasks assigned by their supervisors. It has been demonstrated that students’ initiative negatively moderates the positive relationship between controlling instructions given by a supervisor and students’ innovative thinking and behavior (Wu et al., 2018). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H5b: HAP lessens the positive association between DSS and GSIP; that is, this relationship is stronger when the level of HAP is low.
 




Materials and methods


Sample and procedures

The present study employed a cross-sectional research design and used the convenience sampling method to collect data. In this study, participants consisted of graduate students from a university in Lanzhou, China. This “double first-class” university was permitted to establish a graduate school in 2004, and graduate students now account for more than 45% of the total enrolment. Hence, this university constituted an excellent location for the survey. First-year master’s students were excluded from the study because they had yet to demonstrate clear innovative performance. A senior administration officer from the graduate school was contacted to assist with the survey. He assisted in forwarding the questionnaire’s hyperlink to the administration in each college, which then notified the students to respond. Data were collected between 5 November 2019 and 23 November 2019.

In this study, 459 questionnaires were gathered, 400 of which were valid; therefore, the effective rate of return for the questionnaire was 87.15%. Among the final participants, 33% were men, 67% were women, 78.5% were master’s students, 21.5% were doctoral students, 64.5% studied in the sciences and technology, and 35.5% were students in the humanities and social sciences.



Measures

All scales used in the research are mature. SSS, DSS, HAP, and GSIP scale items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). PsyCap scale items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scales used in this study all have good reliability and validity (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Reliability and validity of the scales used in this study.
[image: Table1]


SSS

A 10-item scale adapted from Overall et al. (2011) was used to measure SSS, which includes three dimensions: autonomy support (3 items), academic support (3 items), and personal support (4 items). This scale has been used to investigate Chinese graduate students in prior research (Gu et al., 2017). A sample item is “My supervisor encourages me to ask questions.”



DSS

DSS was measured using a four-item scale borrowed from Wang (2013). A sample item is “My supervisor sets the goals for my research performance.”



PsyCap

Thirteen items adapted from the PsyCap questionnaire (PCQ) were used to measure graduate students’ PsyCap. Self-efficacy (3 items), hope (3 items), resilience (4 items), and optimism (3 items) were the four components of the scale. A sample item is “When faced with uncertainty in my studies, I usually hope for the best.”



HAP

HAP was measured using the graduate student academic loyalty questionnaire subscale (Cao et al., 2008). It contained three items, such as “I am interested in academic research.”



GSIP

GSIP was operationalized as encompassing two constructs: the innovation process (3 items) and innovation outcomes (4 items). Items for each construct were borrowed from validated and reliable instruments used in previous research (Scott and Bruce, 1994; Chen and Li, 2018). A sample item is “Develops adequate plans and schedules for the implementation of new ideas.”




Data analysis

First, because the data were self-reported, several procedural remedies were used to determine whether the results were seriously threatened by common method bias (CMB). Second, descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations were performed on the preliminary analyses using SPSS 26. Third, AMOS 21 was used to perform confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the measurement model and provide maximum likelihood estimates for the four suggested components. Fourth, AMOS 21 was used to conduct structural equation modelling (SEM) to assess the mediating effect of PsyCap on the relationship between SSS and GSIP. Specifically, the indirect effect was estimated using a bootstrapping approach with 5,000 resamples (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). Finally, PROCESS Model 1 (Hayes, 2017) was used to examine the moderating effect of HAP on the relationship between supervisory styles and GSIP. Additionally, a simple slope analysis was conducted.




Results


Preliminary analyses

Because the data were self-reported, several procedural remedies were used to minimize common method bias (CMB). First, participation was entirely voluntary, and respondents were guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity. Second, Harman’s single-factor test revealed that the first factor in the exploratory factor analysis accounted for 39.36% of the variance, which was less than the critical standard of 40.0% (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Third, CFA was conducted (Malhotra et al., 2006). An internal consistency approach (Kishton and Widaman, 2016) was used to create parcels for SSS, PsyCap and GSIP. For example, three parcels were constructed for SSS using its different facets as grouping criteria: autonomy support, academic support, and personal support. These parcels were treated as indicators of their respective latent variables in the CFA. The CFA results confirmed that the one-factor model exhibited a poorer data fit (χ2 = 2340.58, RMSEA = 0.23, SRMR = 0.18, CFI = 0.53, GFI = 0.45) than the five-factor model (χ2 = 185.42, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.03, CFI = 0.98, GFI = 0.94). Therefore, CMB should not be a concern in this research. Finally, researchers have indicated that the likelihood of CMB is lower in studies featuring a moderator because respondents find it difficult to predict the moderating effect (Simons and Peterson, 2000).

As indicated in Table 2, SSS, DSS, HAP, PsyCap and GSIP were all positively associated (r ranged from 0.28 to 0.72). All the correlations among the variables were significant at the 0.01 level, providing preliminary evidence for further hypothesis testing.



TABLE 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations (n = 400).
[image: Table2]



Measurement model

As shown in Table 3, the proposed four-factor structure performed significantly better than the five alternative models in terms of data fit. The fit indices supported the proposed four-factor model, providing evidence for the construct distinguishing among SSS, DSS, PsyCap and GSIP.



TABLE 3 Comparison of measurement models.
[image: Table3]



Hypothesis testing


Relationship between supervisory styles and GSIP

To examine the relationship between supervisory styles and GSIP, a set of regression analyses was conducted using SPSS 26. As shown in Table 4, the regression coefficient between SSS and GSIP was 0.10 (p < 0.01), which supported H1a. The effect of DSS on GSIP was also significant (b = 0.26, p < 0.01); therefore, H1b was also supported.



TABLE 4 The results of the regression analyses of the effects of supervisory styles on GSIP.
[image: Table4]



Test for mediation

According to Figure 2, SSS was significantly and positively associated with PsyCap (b = 0.63, p < 0.001). Thus, H2 was accepted. Moreover, PsyCap was significantly and positively correlated with GSIP (b = 0.49, p < 0.001), supporting H3.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Relationships among the SSS, DSS, PsyCap and GSIP. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. Control variables: Gender was coded as male = 1, female = 2. Grade was coded as master’s = 1, PhD student = 2; discipline was coded as humanities and social sciences = 1, science and technology = 2. Fit indices: χ2/df = 1.90, GFI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.98, SRMR = 0.05.


To explore the mediating effect of PsyCap on the link between SSS and GSIP, a bootstrap analysis with 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (CIs) and 5,000 resamples was conducted. Table 5 presents the bootstrap result obtained from AMOS 21. Since the CI ([0.21, 0.43]) did not include zero, the findings show that PsyCap significantly mediated the effect of SSS on GSIP; thus, H4 was accepted. In addition, the total effect of SSS on GSIP was statistically significant (CI [0.04, 0.45]), and the direct effect was nonsignificant (CI [−0.25, 0.12]), suggesting that PsyCap fully mediated the effect of SSS on GSIP.



TABLE 5 Indirect effect of SSS on GSIP.
[image: Table5]



Test for moderation

To analyse the effects of supervisory styles and HAP on GSIP, two simple moderation analyses classified by supervisory styles were conducted using PROCESS Model 1 (Hayes, 2017). GSIP was entered as the dependent variable; SSS and DSS were entered as independent variables; and HAP was entered as the moderator, with gender, grade and discipline as covariates. All study variables were mean-centered before data analysis. As presented in Table 6, the interaction between DSS and HAP (model 2) was significantly related to GSIP (b = 0.20, p < 0.001). The interaction variable (SSS × HAP, model 1) had a nonsignificant effect (b = 0.01, p > 0.05), showing that the impact of SSS on GSIP was not conditional on the level of HAP.



TABLE 6 Moderating role of HAP on the associations between supervisory styles and GSIP in the two models.
[image: Table6]

Figure 3 displays the simple regression lines of DSS on GSIP at low (M − SD) and high (M + SD) levels of HAP. The results revealed a stronger positive relationship between DSS and GSIP when students had lower (slope = 0.36, t = 4.86, p < 0.001) rather than higher (slope = 0.04, t = 0.51, p > 0.05) levels of HAP.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Simple regression lines of DSS on GSIP when students have different levels of HAP.






Discussion


Conclusion

Based on the JD-R model and COR theory, this study explored the influence mechanism and boundary conditions of supervisory styles on GSIP using PsyCap as a mediator and HAP as a moderator. Most of the links proposed in this study were supported by the current investigation. Here, the key conclusions are discussed.

First, supervisory style was positively related to GSIP. Specifically, SSS had a considerable impact on GSIP, which is consistent with the conclusions of previous research (Kim and Karau, 2009; Gu et al., 2017; Fan et al., 2019). DSS was positively related to GSIP in the Chinese educational context. By setting deadlines and providing external monitoring, graduate students can decrease laziness, thus boosting their productivity. This finding is in line with the conclusions of previous research, which has also demonstrated that DSS enhances graduate student creativity (Gu et al., 2017). Both results imply that supportive and directive supervisory styles are critical resources that graduate students can employ to engage in innovative behaviors and produce better performance.

Second, SSS significantly enhances graduate students’ PsyCap, which in turn promotes their GSIP. Specific to the initial step of the mediated relationship (between SSS and PsyCap), SSS is positively associated with PsyCap, a finding which is in line with the conclusions of previous research, indicating that supportive climate could provide the fertile soil required for PsyCap to thrive (Ahmed et al., 2017; Um-e-Rubbab et al., 2021). By engaging in various supportive behaviors, such as participative goal setting, the provision of positive feedback, encouragement, empowering students and providing reassurance, supervisors can encourage students to develop greater confidence in their abilities to pursue academic goals, enhance their willingness and ability to design hope pathways, and motivate them to be more optimistic and resilient, thus contributing to their PsyCap (Gupta and Singh, 2014). Furthermore, this study also demonstrated that PsyCap has the potential to predict GSIP, a finding which is consistent with the conclusions of previous studies (Guo et al., 2021). Students with higher PsyCap have more available resources to compensate for the loss of resources in academic research, thus leading to higher performance (Gupta and Singh, 2014; Liu et al., 2020).

Overall, in line with previous research indicating that job resources can increase individuals’ PsyCap, which, as an important psychological resource, can lead to better outcomes (Newman et al., 2014), the findings of this study showed that SSS promotes PsyCap, which in turn contributes to GSIP. This result is also in line with the JD-R model and COR theory, thus suggesting that employees who work in a resourceful environment are likely to develop personal resources that, in turn, facilitate positive outcomes (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). It should be noted that PsyCap fully mediates the relationship between SSS and GSIP based on the results of this study, which is consistent with previous studies (Luthans et al., 2008; Gu et al., 2017). According to the common saying, “Your teacher can open the door but you must enter by yourself.” If a graduate student lacks the motivation or individual capacity to perform academic research, even the best support would not guarantee a consistent level of success (Luthans et al., 2008). SSS is merely a critical external factor, and its impact on GSIP is affected by students’ internal factors, especially their “will” and “can” (Gu et al., 2017).

Finally, HAP has a significant conditional effect on DSS. Specifically, DSS is more positively related to GSIP when students have lower levels of HAP. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that controlling instruction has a relatively strong impact on the innovative thinking and innovative behavior of graduate students with low individual initiative (Wu et al., 2018). Compared to students with a high level of HAP, students with a low level of HAP have no clear research plan and are more likely to accept tasks assigned by their supervisors, thereby increasing their innovation performance. Contrary to expectations, the moderating role of HAP between SSS and GSIP was not confirmed. This suggests that the positive effect of SSS on GSIP was beyond the specific studied condition.



Theoretical implications and research contributions

First, the present study enriches the understanding of the influence of supervisory styles on GSIP by introducing PsyCap as the mediator. Supervisory leadership influences graduate students’ innovation via complex closer-proximity mediating mechanisms (Fischer et al., 2016; Hughes et al., 2018). However, previous studies on the influence of supervisory styles on innovation and creativity have been limited to an examination of intrinsic motivation (Hughes et al., 2018). It is not possible for graduate students to develop innovation in a psychological vacuum (Liu et al., 2020); instead, PsyCap may have a significant impact on innovation and creativity (Rego et al., 2012; Yan et al., 2020). Based on the JD-R model and COR theory, this study finds that graduate students’ PsyCap, as an important personal resource, fully mediates the relationship between SSS and GSIP, thus highlighting the psychological mechanism in the supervisor leadership process.

Second, this study incorporates HAP as a moderator into the research model, explaining how supervisory styles influence GSIP in a comprehensive way and addressing the request for additional study regarding the significance of individual traits in GSIP (Zacher and Johnson, 2015; Meng et al., 2017).

Finally, the present study employed the JD-R model and COR theory as theoretical foundations to examine the influence of supervisory styles on GSIP in the Chinese academic context. This approach contributes to the SSS literature, as previous researchers have employed the social cognitive theory and Amabile’s componential theory of creativity to explain the relationship between SSS and graduate students’ creativity. The present research expands the application of the JD-R model and COR theory to the field of graduate education. Although they were initially developed to study employees in the workplace, it is reasonable that the two theories can also be utilized as theoretical foundations to predict connections in academic contexts because the relationships between supervisors and graduate students are comparable to workplace relationships (Ahmed et al., 2017; Xia et al., 2021). By employing the JD-R model and COR theory, SSS was found to act as a critical job resource that can enhance graduate students’ PsyCap, which, as a core personal resource, boosts GSIP.



Practical implications for supervisors

First, to ensure effective supervisor leadership, supervisors should adapt supportive and directive supervisory styles to enrich graduate students’ job resources and personal resources for academic innovation in light of the positive effect of supervisory styles on GSIP. More specifically, supervisors should use the following strategies to help students enhance their PsyCap and innovation skills (Overall et al., 2011): (a) provide task-related assistance, be accessible, and reply to students promptly; (b) encourage students and show empathy toward them as they face research-based challenges, personal difficulties, or confidence crises; and (c) consider students’ viewpoints and allow them to make their own decisions. Furthermore, the findings suggest that students with low HAP might benefit from DSS. Supervisors could use directive strategies, such as providing students with detailed goals and directions and using specific guidance, to help students who have low HAP improve their innovation performance.

Second, PsyCap is state-like in nature and is open to development through training and intentional practice (Luthans et al., 2006; Dello Russo and Stoykova, 2015). Considering the positive effect of PsyCap on GSIP, educational interventions are encouraged that promote graduate students’ PsyCap. On the one hand, nurturing or supporting the social environment, such as through SSS, is likely to generate PsyCap. Thus, supervisors should recognize the significance of their support strategies in strengthening graduate students’ PsyCap. On the other hand, some empirical studies have verified the effectiveness of PsyCap interventions such as daily online self-learning (Da et al., 2020) and academic courses (Gomes da Costa et al., 2021) with respect to enhancing the PsyCap of employees or students. Professional psychological counselling, academic advising programs, or other interventions can help to promote graduate students’ PsyCap.



Limitations and recommendations

Despite its contributions, the study has several limitations. First, this was a cross-sectional study, which by definition cannot model temporal order; thus, no causal links can be concluded. However, future research can confirm the causal relationships found in this study using longitudinal or time-lagged designs. Second, future studies could use a longitudinal design to examine the reverse causal effects. According to COR theory, initial resource gains lead to future resource gains in a process that is known as gain spirals (Halbesleben et al., 2014), thus implying that reciprocal relationships exist in this context. According to the literature, job characteristics and well-being appear to interact (Simbula et al., 2011). Hence, it is rational to assume that PsyCap and SSS have a reciprocal link with GSIP. Third, because the data used in the study were self-reported, CMB could have skewed the results. Future research could use multistage, multisource designs so that the CMB problem is solved from the onset. Finally, all respondents came from one university in China, limiting the observed variability and external validity. Conducting future research in a range of organizational situations could help to broaden the applicability of the findings.
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Entrepreneurship has been called “high quality employment” in China. Therefore, universities have paid more attention to entrepreneurship education, which is a crucial element for entrepreneurial success. Based on the theory of “informed intentions” planned behavior and dual cognitive processing theory, this manuscript studies the relationship among entrepreneurial cognition, entrepreneurial intention, recognition perception of university entrepreneurship education, and entrepreneurial behavior from the perspective of mass innovation and mass entrepreneurship in China. The hypotheses are tested using a hierarchical linear regression model based on data from 786 valid questionnaires from more than 400 universities across China. This study finds that student’s entrepreneurial cognition positively affects their entrepreneurial behavior, and entrepreneurial intention plays a mediating role by positively strengthening the relationship between these two, and that the recognition perception of university entrepreneurship education strengthens the positive relationship between entrepreneurial intention and entrepreneurial behavior. These findings provide a new perspective and framework for studying the entrepreneurial cognitive education of university students, and they have certain practical implications for the reform of entrepreneurship education in China.
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Introduction

In recent 20 years, with the rapid development of Internet economy across the worldwide, more and more people from all walks of life have joined the entrepreneurial army. According to relevant statistics, China’s entrepreneurial activity is now foremost in the world, but the quality of entrepreneurship is not high, the success rate is relatively low, there are fewer highly educated entrepreneurs, and they are still concentrated in low-tech industries (China Entrepreneurship Research Center, 2013). A large-sample survey focused on entrepreneurship showed that 64.9% of Chinese college students have entrepreneurial ideas, but the proportion of successfully achieving the business goal is less than 20%. Also, their income is relatively low, nearly 70% of them have an average monthly income of less than 3,000 yuan, and 17.3% of the entrepreneurial projects run at a loss (Maxis Institute, 2014). Therefore, it is impossible to achieve entrepreneurial success with just entrepreneurial enthusiasm but no entrepreneurial ability (i.e., accurate understanding of entrepreneurial theory, direction, objectives, risks, implementation process, and sustainability evaluation). For successful entrepreneurship and social value growth, it is crucial to cultivate and improve individual entrepreneurial ability (Audretsch, 2007), which is why major countries have prioritized the cultivation and development entrepreneurial capabilities (Chen et al., 2014).

At present, under the guidance of a policy of the Chinese government- “Basic Requirements for Entrepreneurship Education and Teaching in Ordinary Undergraduate Universities,” most colleges and universities in China have consciously established theoretical and practical courses such as “Entrepreneurship Management” and “Entrepreneurship and Employment Guidance” to guide the entrepreneurial cognition and practice for college students. Taking the city of Wuhan in the province of Hubei as an example, 96% of colleges and universities there have established a course on entrepreneurship management, and government departments at all levels have implemented a series of preferential policies of Wuhan City Government- “Millions of College Students to Stay in Wuhan for Starting a Business” under the guidance of “Mass Entrepreneurship and Innovation.” However, according to data from the Entrepreneurship Guidance Center of the Human Resources and Social Security Bureau, nearly 12% of Chinese students have the intention to start a business, while only 2% actually practice, which is in sharp contrast to the stable proportion of 20–30% in Western developed countries (Rongzhi and Hu, 2011). In recent years, many young students have been involved in entrepreneurship because of (i) the increasingly severe employment situation, (ii) the examples and influences of successful entrepreneurs, and (iii) the implementation of a series of preferential policies for innovation and entrepreneurship by university students. Therefore, the following questions arise. What are the common characteristics of university students will choose to start a business? What factors will affect and promote college students’ entrepreneurial intention (EI)? How do university students perceive our entrepreneurship education? How to accurately understand the role of EI in the process of individual entrepreneurial behavior (EB)? How entrepreneurship education in universities should be reformed and innovatively to promote the benign promotion and sustainable development of students’ entrepreneurial intentions and behaviors, so as to help students’ innovation and entrepreneurship could further successfully going out of universities, stepping into society, participating in the business, and realizing entrepreneurship in a real sense has been still a hot issue concerned by the academic circle and relevant departments.



Research objectives


Entrepreneurial cognition and entrepreneurial behavior

At the beginning of the 21st century, scholars beyond China pointed out the influence of entrepreneurial cognition (EC) on EB. Mitchell et al. (2002a) defined EC as “the knowledge structure used by entrepreneurs for evaluation, judgment and decision-making in the process of opportunity evaluation and entrepreneurial growth,” and while studying entrepreneurship, Li et al. (2013) found that EC has a significant impact on entrepreneurial decision-making. Therefore, many colleges and universities in China now have an entrepreneurship management course for EE: this provides college-student entrepreneurs with theoretical knowledge about and practical experience of entrepreneurship through diversified education modes such as innovation and entrepreneurship competitions, social practice, enterprise practice, and project simulation, which are very important for improving their EC (Li et al., 2013). Therefore, the first purpose of the present study is to explore the specific impact of EC on EB.



Entrepreneurial cognition and entrepreneurial intention

Most empirical studies in China and elsewhere have shown that EI plays an important and prerequisite role in the entire process of individual EB (Xiu’e and Kun, 2016), and as a classic concept in psychology, that of “informed intentions” is often used in the moral education of college students. Entrepreneurship is a typical planned behavior. As an exogenous factor, entrepreneurial education (EE) in colleges and universities has been concerned with whether it is possible to enrich the self-awareness of entrepreneurship among college students by teaching entrepreneurial knowledge, thereby stimulating EI and encouraging EB (Bird, 1988). Also, researches have noted that entrepreneurship—like other disciplines—can be recognized and understood through learning (Bird, 1988). Many previous studies have also shown that EE has a certain positive impact on improving people’s EI or entrepreneurial ability. Based on empirical research, the positive influence of entrepreneurship education on college students’ entrepreneurial attitude and entrepreneurial self-efficacy has been discussed (Peter and Kennedy, 2003; Fayolle et al., 2006; Souitaris et al., 2007). Also, EE has a positive and significant effect on the formation of students’ EI and entrepreneurial motivation has been reasoned (Li and Huiming, 2010). And via a questionnaire survey, it pointed out that EE has not only a direct effect on EI but also a significant impact on it with a generalized entrepreneurial attitude as an intermediate mechanism (Li and Huiming, 2010; Xiang and Lei, 2014). From the discussion above, it could be concluded that EE in colleges and universities actually involves cognitive education about entrepreneurship-related knowledge to stimulate the EI of college students through systematic cognitive education and then stimulate their EB. Therefore, another purpose of the present study is to explore whether EC also follows the psychological law of “cognition–emotion–intention–behavior,” i.e., whether EC and EI are correlated positively.



Recognition of college entrepreneurship education and entrepreneurial intention and behavior

EI plays an important role in the whole process of the individual entrepreneurship of college students. However, from the perspective of the pre-factors affecting EI, it is not only determined by the EC acquired from EE in colleges and universities but also may be influenced by individual subjective attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Heuer and Kolvereid, 2014). In recent years, some studies have found that (i) EE has little effect on the entrepreneurial ability of college students and (ii) EE has no or even negative impact on EI (Oosterbeek et al., 2010; Rongzhi and Hu, 2011). (iii) no significant difference in the impact of whether students had received EE in the three aspects of innovation ability, risk-taking ability, and desire for success (Li and Huiming, 2010). Further, some also explored the moderating role of entrepreneurial competencies between use of e-commerce and SME performance (Hussain et al., 2022). In general, there has been much academic research over the years into the relationship among EI, EC, entrepreneurial ability, EE, and EB, but claims about specific positive or negative relationships have been controversial. As a new part of higher education, the present study reasons that the mode adopted by EE and the corresponding education quality satisfaction can have a positive or negative impact on college students’ EC, and colleges and universities can continuously improve the learning mode of EE and enhance recognition of college EE, so as to improve the EC level of college students with EI and help them to effectively carry out EB and further to achieve entrepreneurial success, which means that EI is the internal factor of college students’ EB, EE is the external factor of their EB, and the EC obtained from EE is an important driving factor to stimulate EI and practice EB. Therefore, the third purpose of this manuscript is to introduce recognition of college EE as a regulating variable to explore whether it plays a role in the impact of college students’ EC on their EI and EB under the current national entrepreneurial upsurge.




Research design


Hypotheses development


Entrepreneurial cognition and entrepreneurial behavior

The Psychology Volume of Cihai (a well-known Chinese lexicon and character dictionary) defines “cognition” as the psychological process of individual cognition and understanding of things, i.e., the activities of human beings to recognize objective things and acquire knowledge: it is embodied in the process of processing and applying the acquired information, mainly including sensing, perception, attention, imagery, learning, memory, verbal problem solving, and decision-making, etc. The term “cognition” is used in many fields: in educational psychology, researchers often use it to express the information-processing view of individual mental activities of students, including processes such as perception, memory, learning, speech, thinking, and problem-solving; in behavioral psychology, researchers often use it to explain people’s attitudes, behaviors, attributions, and group dynamics, etc. Meanwhile, in the Psychology Volume of Cihai, “behavior” refers to the sum total of all reflections of the organism to the situation, including all internal and external, physiological and psychological reflections. Different branches of psychology study behavior from different angles: physiological psychology studies the physiological mechanism of organism behavior mainly from the perspective of hormones and nerves, while cognitive psychology studies it mainly from the perspective of information processing (Ning, 2017). In summary, combined with ternary interactive determinism, there is arguably a natural connection between cognition and behavior, i.e., some specific behavior of an individual is determined by the interaction of three factors, such as the external environment, individual cognition, and individual behavior. This ternary interaction makes the three factors not only act directly on individual behavior but also interact with each other and then further influence individual behavior.

In the theoretical and practical perspectives of pedagogy, the importance of cognition has never been overlooked. For example, in the ancient Chinese educational classic Xue Ji, the so-called “separation from the scriptures to distinguish one’s aspirations” and “knowing the rest of a kind by analogy” contains the original spirit of “cognition.” For Western intellectuals, the pursuit of rational spirit nurtured by the ancient Greek philosophers laid the foundation for the overall development of Western philosophy, culture, and education and thus naturally laid out the prototype of cognitive learning and teaching. And, the Learning and Teaching for Understanding (LTFU) project launched by the Harvard Graduate School of Education in the 1990s promoted cognitive-oriented learning from teaching theory to the forefront of the world’s educational research. Furthermore, according to dual cognitive processing theory, individual behavior is determined by the interaction between automated processing and controlled processing which will influence personal cognition, intention and behavior (Miles, 2021).

EC originates from the development of traditional social cognition concepts by entrepreneurial scholars, which refers to the knowledge structure that individuals use to estimate, evaluate, and make decisions in the evaluation of opportunities and the creation and growth of enterprises (Mitchell et al., 2002a,b). Therefore, EC is a knowledge structure and thinking process, as well as a reflection of entrepreneurial ability, and the cognitive processing includes single and dual cognitive perspective. Many researchers have been pay more attention single procession of EC. Scholars both in and beyond China are yet to achieve consensus on the definition of EB, which is divided mainly into two different views: first, from a broad perspective, it is considered that the whole process of the establishment, survival, growth, and development of new enterprises belongs to EB; second, from a narrow perspective, EB refers only to the process from entrepreneurs’ perception of entrepreneurial opportunities to the integration of entrepreneurial resources to the final establishment of the enterprise (Liu, 2018). In summary, based on the main objects of the present study, it can conclude that college students’ EB refers to the dynamic behavior process in which they as individuals or groups make continuous efforts in team building, opportunity search, market evaluation, fund preparation, business decision-making, and other links to create new enterprises to provide innovative products or services based on their EC. This manuscript reason that EC can positively affect college students’ EB in the following ways.

First, EC is an important part of college students’ EE. It is the knowledge structure used by college-student entrepreneurs to evaluate, judge, and make decisions in the process of opportunity evaluation and the growth of new start-ups (Mitchell et al., 2002a,b). Compared with individuals who lack entrepreneurial awareness, individuals with entrepreneurial awareness can give full play to their advantages after having relevant knowledge, and they will control the entrepreneurial situation from a long-term perspective, constantly surmounting obstacles and solving difficulties until they reach the goal, thus providing a motivation basis for actively implementing EB and actively dealing with uncertain factors in the entrepreneurial process (Ning, 2017).

Second, entrepreneurship is an innovative pioneering behavior, and it is a complex and challenging task to turn innovative ideas into entrepreneurial achievements. It requires entrepreneurs to have systematic, comprehensive, and in-depth knowledge reserves. Based on social cognition theory, Bandura (1986) reasoned that EC directly affects the occurrence of individual thinking, motivation, and EB. Higher EC means more entrepreneurial knowledge and information reserves. When individuals have more and more reserves and channels to obtain knowledge and information, they can deepen their understanding of entrepreneurship itself and self-cognition; meanwhile, active EC can win more learning and practice opportunities for entrepreneurs, enrich the diversified knowledge of EC, make more entrepreneurial choices and decisions, and lay a knowledge and ability reserve for improving the success rate of entrepreneurship, so as to stimulate individual EB (Bird, 1988). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis.








	

	H1: EC is positively associated with EB.








Intermediary role of entrepreneurial intention

According to the theory of planned behavior, the level of entrepreneurial consciousness and attitude of entrepreneurs determine their preparation before starting a business and whether they have EI. EC is the knowledge structure refers to the entrepreneur to fully understand and affirm the entrepreneurial idea and then put it into action. A high level of EI directs the attention and behavior of entrepreneurs to a specific goal and reinforces the idea. On the contrary, a low level of EC will cause potential entrepreneurs to feel confusion, anxiety, self-denial, and even fear in the face of the many uncertainties and unknown risks that can occur in entrepreneurship, and they may deny and give up entrepreneurship from an emotional perspective, thereby preventing or even terminating the formation of EI. Entrepreneurs who pursue a high level of EC often show individual characteristics of high sense of responsibility and strong affinity, as well as positive and extroverted and hard-working emotional tendencies. These characteristics and tendencies can better stimulate EI and enthusiasm (Chengxu, 2019). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis.








	

	H2: EC is positively associated with EI.





According to the planned-behavior theory of “cognition–emotion–intention–behavior,” from the perspective of psychology, EI is actually a subjective emotional attitude adopted by entrepreneurs in entrepreneurial activities. The emotional attitude of an entrepreneur is the premise for them to perform entrepreneurial activities. When an entrepreneur believes that the entrepreneurial opportunity and environment are mature, they will put the EB into action based on psychological factors such as cognition and emotion (Shi, 2016). For entrepreneurs, EI is the inner driving force for EB. EI can give strong spiritual support to new ventures and help entrepreneurs put their self-confidence into entrepreneurial activities and wish to realize its own value through actual entrepreneurial activities. When an entrepreneur chooses to start a business, their own conditions, resources, cognition of entrepreneurship, and risk identification ability all have an impact on the entrepreneur. When an entrepreneur starts their entrepreneurial activities, their own EI can provide them with rational entrepreneurial goals, so that they can choose and rationally use and expand their own resources in the entire process of entrepreneurial activities. The continuous changes in self-cognition and entrepreneurial environment will influence or guide EI, which will further be helpful for the achievement of entrepreneurial goals (Chengxu, 2019). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis.








	

	H3: EI is positively associated with EB.





Achievement goal theory provides a new theoretical perspective for exploring the relationship among EC, EB, and EI. On one hand, in the face of highly complex and uncertain entrepreneurial challenges, entrepreneurs with high-level EC can conduct serial processing via their existing knowledge and cognition level and combine certain logical reasoning to make a quick judgment on entrepreneurial opportunities and clarify the effective generation of EI, so as to form favorable entrepreneurial resources and conditions. Meanwhile, they can grasp effective information from limited or mostly useless information in the process of analyzing entrepreneurial opportunities, resources and challenges with their acquired entrepreneurial cognition. Therefore, they could get a much clearer new understanding of the entrepreneurial process, and then innovated points would be refined on the basis of “re-cognition” which would again constantly improve their own EI. And then the enhanced EI would also tends to promote EB (Wu and Ma, 2020). On the other hand, after learning the effective integration and rational use of entrepreneurial resources, an entrepreneur is more likely to gain a sense of achievement and satisfaction, thereby further increasing their EI. This increased EI also promotes their advanced EB again (Fei-Fei, 2018).

Combining the discussions of H1 and H2, we suggest that EI plays a mediating role between EC and EB, and we propose the following hypothesis.








	

	H4: EI mediates the relationship between EC and EB.







Mediating effect of recognition of university entrepreneurship education

The earliest appearance of EE can be traced back to the first course offered by Professor Myles Mace of Harvard Business School in 1947, and EE developed rapidly thereafter. And the concept of EE was first formally proposed by UNESCO at the International Symposium on Education for the 21st Century held in Beijing in November 1989: “Entrepreneurship education, broadly defined as the development of pioneering individuals, is equally important to those who earn a salary, because employers or individuals are placing increasing emphasis on employer initiative, risk-taking, entrepreneurial and independent work ability, and technical, social, and managerial skills.” In Ning (2017) further elaborated the complete concept of EE, i.e., it includes two aspects: job search and creation of new jobs. Since then, educational circles and experts both in and beyond China have paid great attention to and thought about EE, and it has also begun to be exploratively popularized and developed in colleges and universities both in and beyond China (Ning, 2017).

Based on previous research, the core contents of EE can be defined as follows: (i) individual college student or teams of college students as the may object of education; (ii) colleges and universities as the main entity, government, society, industry, enterprise, family as the complemented entities (iii) including basic education, higher education and continuing education system (iii) deeply develop the educates has a series of knowledge, ability and character related to their employment and entrepreneurship; (iv) educating purpose is to help educates to plan their career freely, and further to help them to start their own business when certain preparation has been already done, which will not only provide new opportunities for themselves and others, but also make their own contributions to national economic growth and development (Ning, 2017). EE among college students has strong practical significance and theoretical guiding significance. It cannot only reposition the educational function but also deepen the nature and laws of education. EE is an effective way to train educated people to innovate in social economy, culture, and other fields and to meet the real needs of society and open up new development space. In recent years, driving employment through entrepreneurship has been the direct goal of promoting EE in China.

Many studies based on planned-behavior theory have shown that EE and EI are closely related, i.e., EE can promote the improvement of individual EI. On one hand, EE can improve the entrepreneurial awareness of individual college students by imparting basic entrepreneurial knowledge, thereby deepening EC and stimulating EI; on the other hand, through practical education (e.g., writing entrepreneurship plan, participating in entrepreneurship competitions, joining in social practice, etc.), EE can improve the entrepreneurial practical skills and personal sense of achievement of college students or groups and further promote their re-cognition of starting a business process, and then once again clarify and strengthen their own EI (Xiu’e and Kun, 2016). Based on the teach ability theory of EE, scholars both in and beyond China have affirmed the teach ability of entrepreneurship and pointed out that EE can improve individual EB. According to (Tan et al., 2015), the quality of and satisfaction with EE in colleges and universities will impact college students’ EC, so as to encourage or to block them to effectively carry out EB and achieve entrepreneurial success. Therefore, we reason that recognition of college EE will moderate the relationship between EC and EI, and therefore we propose the following hypotheses.








	

	H5a: The recognition perception of college EE will strengthen the positive relationship between EC and EI.












	

	H5b: The recognition perception of college EE will strengthen the positive relationship between EC and EB.





The theoretical model of the present study is shown schematically in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
Theoretical framework of present study.




Study design


Sample

In this study, a questionnaire was completed by university undergraduate students. In total, 1200 copies of the questionnaire were sent to nearly 400 colleges and universities across China, and 1,088 were returned, giving a return rate of 90.67%. Of the returned questionnaires, 302 with inconsistent and/or incomplete responses were discarded, and the remaining 786 valid questionnaires were retained.

Of the respondents for those 786 questionnaires, men accounted for 36.01% and women 63.99%, with an average age of 20. The proportions of freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors were 30.66, 35.62, 21.25, and 12.47%, respectively. Regarding the regions containing the colleges and universities, the proportions were as follows: South China (14.76%), Southwest China (8.78%), North China (9.54%), Northeast China (3.44%), East China (11.32%), central China (48.47%), and Northwest China (29%). From most-studied to least-studied, the respondents majored in management, economics, engineering, science, others, literature, education, art, law, philosophy, and history. At the time of responding, non-entrepreneurs accounted for 95.93% and entrepreneurs accounted for 4.07%. The proportion of respondents with family members who had (resp. did not have) entrepreneurial experience was 32.06% (resp. 67.94%). The proportion of those without entrepreneurial experience was 67.94%,those who had not participated in entrepreneurship competition account for 67.18, 25.7% had participated in a start-up competition, and the proportion of those who had participated in entrepreneurship competition several times is 7.12%.



Variables measurement

The scales used in this study were all mature ones from the literature and were measured on a five-point Likert scale (5 = strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = not sure, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly disagree).

The scale developed by Mitchell et al. (2002a,b) was used to measure EC. It involved 10 topics, such as “I have entrepreneurial-related interpersonal and wealth networks” and “I have special products or services,” and the value of Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.873.

A scale adapted from that developed by Yu and Zeng (2010) and Ning (2017) was used to measure EB. It involved five topics, including “I am willing to spend time and energy to prepare for entrepreneurship,” “I have built the interpersonal network required for entrepreneurship,” and other topics reflect directly the entrepreneurial effect, and the value of Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.877.

The scale developed by Linan and Chen (2009) was used to measure EI. It involved five topics, such as “My career goal is to become an entrepreneur” and “I am determined to establish a company in the future,” and the value of Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.939.

The scale developed by Jingwei (2013) was used to measure the recognition perception of EE in colleges and universities. In involved nine topics divided into personal factors and school factors, such as “I take the initiative to take courses on EE and attend entrepreneurship lectures” and “The degree to which university leaders attach importance to EE,” and the value of Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.837.

Moreover, gender, grade, study major, and school area are listed as control variables.





Data analysis and results


Homologous variance test

In this study, Harman’s single-factor test method was used to test statistically whether there was any common-method variance, and exploratory factor analysis was conducted on all variables involved in the questionnaire. The first principal component obtained without rotation accounted for 38.341% of the load, and this being less than 40% indicated that a single factor could not explain most of the variation. Therefore, the impact of common-method variance in this study is within an acceptable range.



Confirmatory factor analysis

The software AMOS 21.0 was used to conduct confirmatory factor analysis to test the discriminant validity of EC, EI, EB, and recognition of college EE as variables, and the results are given in Table 1. Comparing the model fitting indexes of the four models shows that the four-factor model fits the best: the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is 0.11, χ2/df is 10.99, the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) is 0.88, and the comparative fit index (CFI) is 0.91. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis show that the discriminant validity of the variables in this study was good.


TABLE 1    Results of confirmatory factor analysis for discriminant validity.
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Reliability test

SPSS 24.0 was used to analyze the collected data statistically, and the analysis values are given in Table 2. The measurement reliability is evaluated by the reliability coefficient, and the two are in direct proportion. A reliability coefficient between 0.70 and 0.80 is acceptable, and a scale or questionnaire with a reliability coefficient greater than 0.80 is relatively good. In Table 2, the reliability coefficient of each of the four variables is greater than 0.8, meaning that the reliability is good. Therefore, correlation analysis can be carried out as the next step.


TABLE 2    Reliability results.
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Correlation analysis of variables

SPSS 23.0 was used to analyze the correlation between variables, and the analysis results are given in Tables 3 and 4. The correlation coefficient between EC and EB is 0.651 at a significance level of 0.01, H1 is supported, i.e., EC and EB are correlated positively and significantly. The correlation coefficient between EC and EI is 0.585 at a significance level of 0.01, so H2 is supported, i.e., EC and EI are correlated positively and significantly. The correlation coefficient between EI and EB is 0.737 at a significance level of 0.01, so H3 is supported, i.e., EI and EB are correlated positively and significantly.


TABLE 3    Descriptive statistics.
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TABLE 4    Correlation coefficients.
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Hypotheses testing

Hierarchical linear regression model was used to test the direct effect, mediating effect and moderating effect proposed by the hypotheses, and the test results are given in Table 5.


TABLE 5    Hypotheses testing results.
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First, the direct effect of EC on EB was tested. The control variables were put into the regression model, followed by EC, and the analysis results show that EC has a significant positive impact on EB (M1, β = 0.635, p < 0.01), and so H1 is supported.

Second, the mediating effect of EI was examined. The regression results in Table 5 show that EC and EI are correlated positively and significantly (M5, β = 0.635, p < 0.01), as are EI and EB (M2, β = 0.543, p < 0.001), so H2 and H3 are supported. Then EC and EI were put into the regression model at the same time, and EI and EB were still correlated positively and significantly (M3, β = 0.543, p < 0.001), and the effect of EB was reduced from 0.635 to 0.333 (M2, β = 0.333, p < 0.01). It can be seen that EI plays a partial intermediary role between EC and EB, so H4 is supported.

Finally, the mediating effect of recognition of college EE on the relationship among EC, EI, and EB was tested. Before the regression analysis of mediating effect, the independent variables and mediating variables were centralized. Model 1 in Table 5 was adopted, which places the control variables in the first layer, places EC in the second layer, and takes EB as the result variable. The results of model 1 show that EB can be affected by EC positively and significantly, and so H1 is further supported. Then, to put model 5 into the first layer as the control variable, to put EC in the second layer, and to put EC, recognition perception of EE in colleges and universities, and mediating effect items to the third layer, the results show that the interaction between EC and EE recognition perception is not significant (M5, β = 0.067, p < 0.05), which indicating that the recognition of college EE does not play a regulating role in the relationship between EC and EI; therefore, H5a is not supported. This result is inconsistent with our theoretical expectation, i.e., the recognition perception of EE may not necessarily strengthen the positive relationship between EC and EI. The empirical study based on the theory of planned behavior shows that EE can indeed improve EC and enhance EI by teaching basic entrepreneurial knowledge and carrying out practical education. However, students’ EI is determined by not only EE. Regardless of a person’s recognition and perception of EE, their inherent attitude, subjective norms, beliefs, and behavior control before receiving EE can affect their EI most significantly. Also, empirical research based on the entrepreneurial event model shows that because of the relatively weak predictive ability of the antecedent variables related to EI—such as subjective norms, desirability, and feasibility perception—and the difficulty of making accurate measurements in practice, even though EE courses have a positive effect on a person’s perception of feasibility, the effect on their perception of desirability is not significant, i.e., EE may have a significant effect on individual entrepreneurial self-efficacy, but its relationship with EI is still weak (Xiu’e and Kun, 2016). Therefore, in a complex reality, individuals’ recognition perception of EE does not always reach an appropriate level and will be affected by the perception of feasibility and desirability. The specific differences of EE on EC and EI also need to be explored further.

According to the above methods, the mediating effect of the recognition of college EE on the relationship between EC and EB was tested. Model 1 in Table 5 was adopted, which places the control variables in the first layer, places EC in the second layer, and takes EB as the result variable. The results of model 1 show that EB can be positively predicted by EC, and so H1 is further supported. Finally, model 2 puts the control variables in the first layer, EC in the second layer, and EC, recognition of college EE, and mediating effect items in the third layer. The results show that the interaction between them also has a significant impact on EB (M4, β = 0.312, p < 0.05). Therefore, it can be concluded that the recognition of university EE plays a positive mediating role in the relationship between EC and EB. Therefore, H5b is supported, i.e., the higher the degree of college students’ perception of the recognition of EE in colleges and universities, the stronger the positive relationship between their EC and EB.




Conclusions and recommendations


Conclusion

This study explored the impact mechanism of college students’ EC on their EB, and the results showed the following. (1) EC can significantly and positively influence the EB of college students. (2) EC can significantly and positively influence the EI of college students. (3) There is a significant positive correlation between the EI of college students and their EB. (4) The EI of college students partially mediates the positive correlation between their EC and EB, i.e., college students’ EC affects their EB by affecting their EI. (5) The relationship between the recognition of college EE and EC and EI did not exert a significant positive moderating effect, but it played a significant positive moderating effect on the relationship between EI and EB, i.e., high-quality EE can stimulate further EB of college students. Therefore, the focus of college EE reform should be on how to reform and innovate entrepreneurship cognitive education to stimulate its positive impact on the EI and EB of the existing college students.



Theoretical contributions

First, the present study breaks through the limitations of previous EE research focusing on the common EB of college students and single cognitive perspective, which pays more attention to the impact of entrepreneurial cognitive education on the change of college students’ individual personality and traits on their perceived behavior control. Based on the behavioral logic of individual “cognition–emotion–intention–behavior,” this study focuses on the relationship between EC and EB and responds to the previous research conclusions of scholars such as Fayolle, Peterman, Kennedy, and Zhang: EE may have little effect on the entrepreneurial enthusiasm of college students, and in individual cases it may have no effect or even a negative impact on EI and its antecedent variables.

Second, in combination with the new trend of mass entrepreneurship and innovation in China in recent years, this manuscript conducted research from the perspective of the specific content and mode of EE reform in colleges and universities, integrated the recognition of college EE into the research framework of college students’ EC and EB, and supplemented and integrated the previous theories based on planned-behavior theory, dual cognitive processing theory, self-efficacy theory, or the entrepreneurial event model, i.e., by revealing the boundary conditions of the role of EC, it expands the research perspective of college students’ EB. Previous theoretical and empirical studies have shown that if a college or university provides EC and practical support, then the possibility of college students choosing entrepreneurship will increase greatly. However, these studies ignore the audience of EE: college students’ own individual characteristics, their perception of entrepreneurial feasibility, their perception of acceptability, and their perception of recognition of the existing EE. Our research results show that in the current era of mass entrepreneurship and innovation, college students’ EB is affected comprehensively by self-EC, individual EI, and recognition perception of EE in colleges and universities. It is shown that the recognition perception of EE in colleges and universities is an important boundary condition for college students’ EC to have a positive effect on their EB.

Third, as a pre-factor of individual behavior, EI mediates the relationship between college students’ EC and their EB. On one hand, EC can significantly promote college students’ EI and stimulate self-efficacy, and the strengthening of EI further promotes college students’ EB. On the other hand, note that the EI of college students is not entirely determined by the EE in colleges and universities. The individual’s inherent attitude toward entrepreneurship, subjective norms, previous experience, and perceived behavior will also affect their EI, i.e., the recognition of college EE does not necessarily have a completely significant positive effect on the EI of individual college students, and the EI of individual college and university students who have received EE in colleges and universities may also be reduced.



Research implications

In EE in colleges and universities, there is a natural connection among EC, EI, and EB, and the continuous accumulation of entrepreneurial knowledge and experience can gradually be transformed into entrepreneurial practice ability. However, EI is endogenous and exogenous, including the impact of cognition of independence, challenges, achievements, rights, wealth, interests, habits, efficacy, family, education, and social recognition on the individual differentiation. At the same time, the factors that affect EC are also complex. EE in colleges and universities is only one factor that affects EC, and there may be other factors, so the recognition perception of EE in colleges and universities may not strengthen the positive relationship between EC and EI. However, the highly recognized EE perception in colleges and universities can significantly promote college students’ EB. Therefore, EE in colleges and universities can directly affect the EB of college students by constructing a scientific and operable EE model. Therefore, the focus of subsequent research will be on how to reform and innovate the existing college EE model to stimulate the positive impact of college students’ EC on their EI and EB. Furthermore, the main body of entrepreneurship education is not only universities and colleges, families, entrepreneurial enterprises, government, entrepreneur and other entrepreneurial stakeholders should be involved in, and then to play, respectively, effect to help students processing EC positively.



Research limitations

In the present research, college and university students’ individual self-assessment was used to measure their EC and recognition of college EE. However, although person always thinks that he or she knows himself or herself best, there may still have been social-approval bias and common-method bias, which may have affected the objectivity of the research results. In future work, a combination of self-assessment and other assessment could be chosen for measurement.

The research on EC itself involves many variables and their dimension choices. This study only verified its impact on EI and EB from the two dimensions of entrepreneurial-readiness cognition and entrepreneurial-ability cognition, which is not comprehensive enough. As a pre-variable of entrepreneurial intention, the positive effect of strengthening entrepreneurial cognition on EI and EB of entrepreneurship education in colleges and universities may need to be further explored. Also, there is still a lack of cultivation and tracking research on the EC of potential entrepreneurs.
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University phase is a major turning point in youth's life and this is a time of profound mental and cognitive development of students. Without proper direction and guidance, it is common for students to develop deviant behaviors, non-law abidance and unhealthy beliefs. In this regard, an integral part of the educational process is the imparting of moral values and law-abiding behaviors in students. The objective of this study was to explore the role of higher education system in fostering law-abiding behavior among Chinese students, as well as the issues it causes for society. For this purpose, the principles of law-abiding behavior were studied and key psychological factors used in the system were identified. The suggestions of the bibliometric research are designed to improve and expand the method for preventing student misbehavior in educational institutions, hence enhancing the efficacy of preventative work with students. They may serve as the basis for the creation and enhancement of programs and strategies aimed at teaching lawful behavior among students. More than 3,785 articles were published related law-abiding behavior from 2000 to the end of July 2022 years were examined in this research using the Scopus database and the original sample was narrowed down to include only articles, book chapter and conference papers that contributed to law-abiding behavior and higher education literature. The VOS viewer software was used to execute the descriptive statistics and scientific mapping approaches using co-citation analysis. In the descriptive analysis, we analyzed publishing patterns over time, the geographical localization of the contributing institutions, journals, the most prolific authors. The findings of the present study may also provide the foundation for a planned educational initiative whose ultimate aim is to produce a fully realized, harmonious, self-reliant, mature, and law-abiding person. The study has provided supporting evidence for how youngsters legal sensibilities are shaped in universities have been implemented. Two distinct but interdependent educational spheres, the normative legal sphere and the space for the creation and development of students' personalities must work together to raise and educate youngsters.
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 legal socialization, legal education, moral education, law abiding behavior, psychological factors, higher education


Introduction

Law-abiding behavior is stated as a person's consistent adherence to the most important societal rules, his efforts to maintain public order and equilibrium, and his preservation of individuality. Higher education institutes playa a vital role in promoting law abiding behavior in students and refers to level of education that is offered by high schools and other educational institutions (Niu, 2022). It also plays a significant part in the economic and social advancement of individuals (Popova and Popovs, 2022). The primary purpose of higher education is to generate and disseminate knowledge for the benefit of individuals and communities (Ramaswamy et al., 2021; Haniya and Said, 2022). Besides that, education serves to elevate individuals from ignorant conditions. Through education, everyone should be made aware of their rights and responsibilities in order to enlighten the populace and improve the insufficient social conditions. Because of the growing number of young criminals in today's society, it's important that legal literacy permeate all levels of society. Therefore, law-related common knowledge and responsibility should be communicated to students as early as feasible, especially those at the grassroots level, to reduce the likelihood of students making irrational decisions (Jiyan, 2020).

Since universities play a pivotal role in the development of future leaders, teaching students about the rule of law is a crucial component of rule of law education at the national level. The rule of law is a social institution that establishes norms for the behavior of all members of society within a given state. Despite the importance of laws in maintaining peace and order in society, some people, especially today's youth, choose to ignore them (Ulfah et al., 2021). The formation of a rule-of-law society, the advancement of modernization, and the growth of rule of law education for university students are all dependent on the growth of rule of law education for university students (Li et al., 2022). For instance, previous research has shown that increasing one's level of education has a constructive effect on the maturation of one's moral reasoning. In addition, the progress in education especially higher education, is a shared responsibility among all components, including students. Because students' time at university marks a significant turning point in their lives (Ran et al., 2022) and are not just expected to be academically successful while also displaying the kind of character qualities that can steer the country in a more positive path. Likewise, character education is the best course of action for the next generation to find their way and avoid destructive habits (Dewantara et al., 2021).

The significance of education, morality, human responsibility, the capacity to collaborate and compete, and the capacity to make independent decisions regarding the selection of diverse behavioral tactics are all highly valued by society. A person's social and legal activities, as well as his willingness to contribute to establishing the rule of law and order, depend on his legal and civil competence, which is an essential component of his general culture (Maltseva et al., 2020). The obedience to the law is obedience that originates with public knowledge of an existing law. Besides that, legal consciousness is a belief in the legal values inherent in humans. Moreover, institutional law such as that found in university, is just as important as the laws enacted by society and the government (Haitao, 2022). Due to the lack of effective rules, new types of rights violations always appear as technology advances. The purpose of legal education is to instil in individuals an appreciation for the value and significance of the law, as well as an adherence to it. However, some people might intentionally break the law due to ignorance of legal norms, while others could violate the law despite being aware of it, leading to major disruption in society (Jiyan, 2020). The lack of legal literacy and the low legal standard among Chinese university students make it impossible for the country to build a rule-of-law society or implement the market-based economic reforms that are necessary for sustained economic growth. Students are influenced by the hostile social environment and as a result (Han et al., 2022), they do not follow the rules and do not regret their illegal behavior. They are willing to take chances and try the law on their own to settle disputes and conflicts (Li et al., 2022). Institutions of higher education play an important role in the process of legal socialization, which is how young people “grow their relationship with the law by learning law-related values, attitudes, and reasoning skills” (Naftali, 2022).

Law-abiding behavior “works” because people have control over themselves. The “law-abiding behavior” encompasses a harmony between adopting and adhering to social norms and between one's own sense of duty and responsibility and one's actual action (Maltseva et al., 2020). Since the 18th Communist Party of China (CPC), the General Secretary of CPC has put a lot of effort into promoting and educating people about the rule of law (Liu, 2020), making people more aware of the need to follow the law, and boosting the cultural development of socialist rule of law. He has made a number of remarks, including “insisting on the popularization of the law and compliance with the law for all people as a long-term core job of the rule of law” and “keeping up with the times in the popularization of the law and making intensified efforts on the relevance and efficacy,” which have clarified the fundamental stance, key tasks, and essential practices in the publicity and education of law (Guan et al., 2022). As an example, China's government adopted market reforms and an Open-Door policy in 1978, following nearly 30 years of a command economy and revolutionary struggle. Over the past 40 years or more, the government of the People's Republic of China has worked to reconstruct the country's legal system. Along with changes to the legal system, the government started large-scale information and education campaigns to teach officials and citizens about the new laws and the concept of fazhi, which can be translated as “legal rule” or, more controversially, “rule of law” (Naftali, 2022). Additionally, there are two components of legal consciousness: legal ideology and legal psychology. In this context, “legal ideology” refers to a body of thought that offers a unifying theoretical framework for analyzing a wide variety of legal phenomena. While emotional comprehension of legal issues is what legal psychology is all about. For instance, if young individuals are aware of the law and can envision it, but are unresponsive to legal directives, it is evident that their legal consciousness is not completely developed (Yakubov, 2022).

The significance of current study is to explore the role of higher education system in promoting law abiding behavior in Chinese students. Due to rapid development of reform in our nation, the market economy has grown increasingly active, and the application of norms in social life has become increasingly prevalent. The rule of law is crucial because students are the future of the country and a key to its revival (Xu, 2022). In this regard, the formation of law-abiding behavior, the identification and eradication of causes and situations that lead to the development of deviant behavior is one of the main areas of action for all subjects of the preventative system, including bodies exercising control in the field of education and institutions engaged in educational activities (Salakhova et al., 2020). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of higher education institutions in fostering law-abiding behavior among Chinese students. The study also focused on how different psychological factors, such as age, gender, education, etc., impact Chinese students' lawfulness. This study contributes to the significance of law-abiding behavior of students in higher education institution and also encompasses the cultivation of students' ethical, moral, legal, and psychological wellbeing. Moreover, in order for students to develop a healthy sense of self, it is their responsibility to learn ethical management skills and to be taught the right values and worldview. Thus, students need to have national self-esteem, self-confidence, and pride; establish an accurate viewpoint on life, values, and the world; have a sound personality in the long term for success. In the past, few studies have been conducted in this field.


Research questions

1. What is law-abiding behavior?

2. What factors affect the higher education student's awareness of law-abiding in China?

3. Which factors have more significant impact on law abiding of higher education students?

4. Is there any relationship between law abiding behavior and psychological factors in higher education students?



Research objectives

1. To define the law-abiding behavior.

2. To examine the factors that impact law abiding behavior.

3. To find out the significant differences on gender, age education, occupation and location with law abiding among higher education students.

4. To examine the relationship between law abiding behavior and psychological factors in higher education students.




Literature review


Psychological factors and law-abiding behavior

Young people's legal education is the organization of educational activities by higher education institutions to assess the knowledge of aspiring legal professionals (Ramaswamy et al., 2021), awareness, and culture of the law in order to better inform them of their own rights and obligations as individuals, the nature of law as it pertains to society and humanity, and the importance of entrepreneurship in the legal field. Aside from that, the educational part is the basis for how a young person's personality develops and changes, as well as how standards and guidelines for behavior are set (Haider et al., 2022). The rule of law depends on people obeying the rules set forth and enforced by the government. Contemporary debates about lawfulness revolve around the notion that people will be less likely to disobey the law if they are aware they will be caught and punished. As people in a law-abiding society don not act out of fear, but because they want to act in a socially acceptable and moral way. A society like this is self-regulatory because its people take it upon themselves to follow the law. So, people in a morally driven society voluntarily obey the law and the people in charge of it because they believe: that the things that are against the law are also wrong and that the people in charge of the law have the right to be obeyed (Tyler and Darley, 1999). However, there is a dearth of research that investigates the role of higher education in shaping students' moral identities (Kozorez et al., 2022).

In China, the government doesnot try to hide the fact that they use surveillance tools, face recognition systems, biological identifiers, and social networks to find out accurate information about each citizen. They call this an important step toward e-government because it makes more people obey the law (Alguliyev and Alakbarova, 2021). According to the prior literature, over 30% of cyclists do not use helmet because it's too hot, and nearly 20% don't wear helmet because they are a hard to store. In spite of the importance of e-bike helmet rules and regulations, there has been a dearth of research on the topic, especially in China (Zhou et al., 2022).

According to the Law “On Education in the Chinese Federation”, students should engage in character-building activities that promote their own growth and the formation of an environment where they can exercise autonomy and socialize with others. Education is a way for people to build their character and create their own culture. During the learning process, students develop perspectives, a scientific worldview, an understanding of the laws of nature, society, and thinking, moral and aesthetic ideas, as well as the ability to conform to social norms and obey its laws (Kozorez et al., 2022). In the same way, it would be important to look at how law-abiding helps the students' wellbeing, since non-normative political involvement, like not obeying the law, is bad for one's wellbeing. Since academic dishonesty like plagiarism is on the rise in the university sector, students' compliance with the law is especially important (Shek et al., 2022). In addition, institutions of higher education play a crucial role in establishing the rule of law. In this way, education systems that support and teach respect for the rule of law in line with international human rights and basic freedoms build trust between students and public institutions. Teaching based on the rule of law can help students become more independent thinkers who have a firm grasp on the concepts of responsibility, fairness, and equality (Li and Sun, 2022). According to earlier research, teaching anti-corruption to students is crucial to the success of character education, as it helps them recognize the ways in which corrupt behavior can have negative consequences for the individual, the state, and the nation (Dewantara et al., 2021). Similarly, prior research has discovered a negative correlation between academic dishonesty and factors including intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, utilitarian value, and internal locus of control in both the classroom and the wider world (Malesky et al., 2022). There is a growing body of research linking certain student attitudes, behaviors, or character attributes to dishonesty in the classroom. Researchers, for instance, have discovered that a student's mindset is a major contributor to academic dishonesty (Yu et al., 2021). Moreover, previous research has also shown that teaching law helps individuals develop a respect for the rule of law and an appreciation for personal accountability (Jiyan, 2020). The aim of the present study was to explore the influence of various psychological factors on law abiding behavior.


Law abiding behavior and gender

A person's law-abiding conduct is consistent when he or she abides by the most important social rules, works to keep the peace and harmony in society, and yet maintains their own unique identity. People's ability to establish self-control is what makes lawful action successful. Thus, “law-abiding behavior” encompasses not only the acceptance and observance of societal standards, but also the preservation of an internal harmony between a sense of duty and responsibility and one's actual behavior. It is important to remember that all actions are based on patterns from the past. The process of establishing a learned behavior typically involves imitation. The educational system is the primary institution for the socialization of young people, where one's personality, values, attitudes, rules of conduct, and legal competence are formed in accordance with generally accepted moral standards and the current conditions of social development. Consequently, educational institutions support the transition of youngsters from the period of imitating acceptable conduct to the stage of becoming a law-abiding person through the provision of a range of curricular activities. Education, morality, personal responsibility, cooperation, competitiveness, and the capacity to think critically and make autonomous judgments about one's actions are all attributes that are held to very high standards in today's society. A person's social and legal activity, as well as his or her desire to contribute to establishing the rule of law and order, rely on his or her legal and civil competence, which is an important component of his or her general culture. For instance, a number of studies have found that women tend to be more ethically sensitive than men (Dkadek, 2022). This shows that women were more sensitive to law abiding behavior as compared to men. A meta-analysis of research into gender differences in cheating found that women were more likely to view cheating negatively than men. In particular, women are viewed as more ethically sensitive, rule-abiding, and concerned about the consequences of their actions because of the emphasis they place on relationships and care for others in their moral reasoning. Men are more likely to be individualistic, competitive, and risk-taking, and their moral reasoning is based on a sense of justice and a desire for personal success (Zhang et al., 2018).



Law abiding behavior and age

University students' propensity for lawful activity may be influenced by a number of psychological factors, including their age. One of the strongest correlates of criminal activity is age. The total number of offences rises until late adolescence, then drops dramatically thereafter. This pattern is very consistent across different time periods, cultures, groups at risk, and types of crimes (Tomczyk et al., 2020). According to previous literature, it was found that as with age and when one get more professional experience, they become more sensitive to ethical issues. Because of this, today's youth often lack the moral convictions of their elders. Along these lines, numerous studies have found that elderly persons generally have more developed moral principles than their younger counterparts (Dkadek, 2022). Similarly, in a prior study, for instance, the helmet-wearing rate was considerably higher among those aged 40 and older compared to those aged 25–40 and 16–24 (Sharif et al., 2022).



Law abiding behavior and educational background

Education has also played an important role in molding the attitudes, values, and beliefs of individuals. In particular, education makes people see the world more clearly. Besides that, the significance of legal education, which is the process of influencing an individual with an organized, methodical, clear objective, which produces legal consciousness, legal instructions, law-abiding behavioral abilities and habits. For instance, previous research has indicated that those with more education tend to have more egalitarian attitudes on gender roles than people with less education, showing that education may alter people's perspectives (Du et al., 2021). Likewise, studies have shown that people with a college degree or higher have a much deeper understanding of the rules regarding helmet use. Moreover, previous research has shown that people with higher levels of education are more likely to wear helmets while cycling (Sharif et al., 2022). People with higher levels of education are more likely to respect authority figures and take accountability for their own actions (Wu et al., 2022). The rates of youth violence, criminality, child abuse, domestic violence, and absentee parenting have all been steadily declining over the last several years. However, the relevance of the operations of social institutions to avoid negative social phenomena is not diminished by the specifics of the offences themselves, the lowering of age limitations of offenders, or the rising share of youth violence. Because universities have such a significant impact on shaping the character of children and young adults, they are a good place to start when designing a strategy to reduce youth criminality. To address this issue, we need to design and execute strategies for universities to use with youngsters to help them grow into law-abiding citizens. Programs and approaches of this kind should be all-encompassing and systemic, guaranteeing the use of psychological and classroom practices techniques aimed at helping youngsters grow into healthy adults with strong character traits like the ability to reflect on their own actions and learn from their mistakes, an understanding of the law, and the foundational skills necessary for achieving personal fulfilment. Furthermore, the substance of the processes of the normal mental development at each age stage must be considered in the system of shaping law-abiding conduct in educational institutions for youngsters. Psychological and classroom practices work with youngsters in groups that provide educational activities might benefit from including the age-psychological approach with the system-activity approach as its methodological foundation.



Law abiding behavior and occupation

An individual's behavior consists of the thoughts, feelings, and deeds that are intrinsic to that individual. If a person is taught right from wrong at a young age, they will be much more likely to continue to exhibit those values as adults. Especially when it comes to excellent conduct in business or decisions that affect one's professional ethics. Where in business is very important (good) behavior for the long-term success of a business and for relationships between people? Behaviors need to be taught. People who are used to acting badly in business will always cheat in business. Honesty and responsibility are two virtues that should be inculcated. Where being honest is one of the most important business skills. Effective working relationships between employees, colleagues, and customers. Business activities are affected by responsible conduct, such as preventing plagiarism (Haitao, 2022). Prior research revealed that self-employed cyclists had the highest percentage of helmet use, followed by students and the unemployed (Sharif et al., 2022). According to prior research, legal professionals are more inclined than others to obey the law.



Law abiding behavior and location

There is a significant association between law abiding behavior and location. Previous research has shown that city centers had a higher helmet use rate than macro-centers and peripheral places. A similar finding was made in another study conducted in China, which found that helmet use was significantly higher on city roads than on provincial roads, country roads, or national highways. Further, in a cross-sectional study, the number of drivers who did not wear a helmet was higher on highways and roads outside of town than on the main roads (Sharif et al., 2022).





Research methodology

Bibliometrics is a research strategy that use statistical reviews of previously published scientific articles, books, conference articles in order to evaluate the significance of publications and offer an overview of the existing body of knowledge in a certain area of study (Grosseck et al., 2019). Bibliometric research is useful because its micro-level analysis may be used to identify patterns and trends within a limited subject area (Mani et al., 2022). However, it is important to remember that bibliometric analysis is not appropriate for comparing individual researchers or research teams. In addition, bibliometric research may take many forms, such as journal rankings, evaluations of research quality, surveys of published works, and analyses of patterns and trends (Hammarfelt and De Rijcke, 2015). This study follows the framework of a previous article that examines trends and patterns in the higher education sector in an effort to map out a roadmap for future orientations within the context of Law-abiding behavior. In this work, the methodology incorporates three major steps: (1) data gathering, (2) data cleaning, and (3) bibliometric analysis. Figure 1 illustrates an overview of the procedure.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Number of articles published in the period 2000 till end of July 2022.


Using the Scopus database, this research compiled a list of articles on the use of Law-abiding behavior in the higher education sector (Ghani et al., 2022). Scopus database is one of the most widely used citation databases, making it a great resource for researchers interested in bibliometric study of higher education sector. Due to the lack of literature on the topic of Law-abiding behavior in the higher education sector, all works published in English were included in this investigation. This included peer-reviewed academic journal articles, book chapters, and conference proceedings. The data was gathered in July 2022. In order to find relevant results, we mixed Boolean operators with specified phrases (i.e. AND, OR). Starting with broad keywords (Law abiding behavior AND Higher Education OR China OR Gender OR Age OR Education Background OR Occupation OR Location), the search was then narrowed by the category of law-abiding behavior and higher education sector using only the paper's title, keywords, and abstract. Based on a literature assessment of law-abiding behavior and/or the higher education sector, five more keywords were added to increase search relevancy and prevent missing relevant articles (Gender, Age, Education Background, Occupation, and Location).


Research findings

The VOS viewer software is used to map the graphical representation of bibliographic data (Van Eck and Waltman, 2010). The VOSviewer converted the bibliographic data into graphs using the specified input data. A number of bibliometric methodologies were used to analyze the data, including BC, co-citation, and co-occurrence of the author's keyword. The citation BC is used when two authors “A” and “B” cite the third author's document “C.” Co-citation occurs when two publications are cited by a third document, such as when studies A and B are discussed in study C. Furthermore, keyword co-occurrence is computed by counting the number of times a phrase occurs in the same article (Van Eck and Waltman, 2017). In order to more precisely discover target publications, we performed a title search, which yielded a total of 3,785 articles due to the fact that the quantity of original material was too large and the results included numerous irrelevant literatures. Then, we manually eliminated the literature that did not focus the relationship between law-abiding behavior and higher education. After screening 2,500 articles were selected, covering a period from 2000 to end of July 2022 (see Figure 1).

The number of articles published between 2000 and the end of July 2022 is shown in Figure 1. According to the Figure 1, study on law-abiding behavior goes back to the year 2000, although it was not generally acknowledged until 2011. Since then, there has been a continuous increase in study into what law-abiding behavior is and how it enhance human civilization. Although, the law and morality are the foundations of human civilization (Steiner et al., 2008), and they are inextricably linked to the specific historical circumstances of a society's evolution and its existing social and class structure. Responsible law-abiding behavior is determined by a person's legal culture (Tyler and Darley, 1999) which is defined by a deliberate submission to the requirements of the law, compliance with social and moral standards, and adherence to rules of behavior. In a society where a legal culture has developed, people follow legal norms out of their own free will and in response to their own unique legal awareness (Khamidullaevna, 2022). Doing what the law requires is adhering to its intended purposes, guiding principles, and stipulations. This is, by definition, legal norm behavior, which takes many forms throughout society (activity, individual actions, legitimate inaction, verbal activity, which has legal significance). If a legal identity is developed that contains a set of values, norms, and rules that are executed voluntarily and on the basis of which an actually existent rule of law is constructed, then the normative social and legal action of the person will predominate. The development of children and youngsters' legal competence and legal awareness necessitates the cultivation of a favorable disposition toward the law on their part. The sudden drop in the number of articles published in 2020 may have been caused all higher education's institutes closed due to COVID-19 Pandemic. Moreover, in 2021 virtual classes were started, however, has not slowed down since 2021, and is therefore still a hot issue today.

Table 1 shows the top 20 journals, the maximum number of articles were published in Behavioral And Brain Sciences with 87 documents, 1850 citation and 88 Total link strength (TLS). Encyclopedia of Criminology and Criminal Justice is 2nd journal with 52 documents, 105 citation and 59 TLS. The three top citied journals are Behavioral and Brain Sciences, Journal of Business Ethics and Frontiers in Psychology. Top 20 journals are presented in the Table 1.


Table 1. No. of Publications based on Journals.

[image: Table 1]

Figure 2 shows the time span of published literatures in different countries. The literature was written by authors of multiple countries. If the maximum number of authors' nationality had two or more, we accepted all results for we thought the literature was created by different countries. It's shown that China led the analysis of law-abiding behavior in terms of number of articles (583 published and citations 5,412). Although, United Sates was leading in terms of citations (432 published and citations 8,637). However, only China has become the leader from Asian countries in law-abiding behavior study since 2000, which means research with background in China has become the hotspot. The remaining all in top 5 were developed countries United Stated (432 published and citations 8,637), United Kingdom (154 published and citations 3,293), Australia (104 published and citations 1,996), Canada (69 published and citations 890) (see Figure 3).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2. Articles published in term of country.



[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3. Number of documents and citations published in term of country.


There are 5,123 authors that have published 2,500 articles on law-abiding behavior. On the basis of number of articles published, citations received, number of publications, H-index, and institutional affiliation, the 15 most prolific authors are shown in Table 2. The maximum number of articles published by Jiang, Shanhe and Keung, Hing also these authors get maximum citations 100 and 79, respectively.


Table 2. No. of publications and citations based on authors.

[image: Table 2]

The bibliographic coupling by organization the City University of Hong Kong is 1st organization with 25 documents, 292 citation and 1,913 Total link strength (TLS). Chinese University of Hong Kong is 2nd organization with 23 documents, 230 citation and 1297 TLS. The three top citied Organizations are University of Oxford, University of California, Los Angeles and Harvard University. Top 20 organization are list is blow in the Table 3.


Table 3. Bibliographic coupling by organization.
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Discussion

The current research presents bibliometric indicators of lawful behavior in the context of scientific research from the year 2000 to the end of July 2022. Using the Scopus database, this study analyzed more than 3,785 articles published on the topic of lawful behavior between 2000 and the end of July 2022. The original sample was then reduced to include only articles, book chapters, and conference papers that made significant contributions to the field of lawful behavior in the context of higher education. Our findings of reviewed articles concluded that more articles were published in the year of 2019 as compared to before and after year 2019. The current study emphasized that law and morality are the most important parts of human culture. They are always connected and depend on the specific historical circumstances of a society's development its social and class structure. Thus it is essential that students be knowledgeable about legal issues, orientated in terms of law-abiding behavior, aware of the nature of offences, and willing to bear the responsibility that is assigned to them (Maltseva et al., 2020). Furthermore, a law-abiding society, in which most people follow the law and obey legal authorities because they agree with the law and want to work with legal authorities, is better than one in which legal authorities have to threaten or use force to get people to obey. The foundation of every rule-abiding society is a political system in which its constituents have social values that compel individuals to take personal responsibility for avoiding rule violations, regardless of the risk of being discovered and penalized for their transgressions (Tyler and Darley, 1999).

Awareness of the law and following the rules are two factors that contribute to law-abiding conduct. The emergence of legal consciousness stems from people' abstract concepts of the equilibrium between desired order and peace. There is a strong association between legal awareness and other values, including those of a social, political, economic, and legal nature. In essence, law-abiding behavior can be noble principles that can affect all current systems, from the government's implementation of laws to the government's adoption of regulations to the government's administration of those rules (Asmah and Salam, 2022). For instance, previous studies have linked people not wearing safety equipment like seatbelts and helmets to an increased risk of car crashes (Zhou et al., 2022). In addition, as the popularization of Chinese law continues to develop, more and more Chinese citizens are becoming familiar with their legal rights and are able to evaluate whether or not those rights have been violated. However, some people, due to their preconceived notions about lawyers and the legal system, are unwilling to learn about the law, perceive legal procedures as difficult to operate, and avoid seeking legal assistance when their rights and interests are violated (Guan et al., 2022). Our study supports the conclusions of previously reviewed literature. The study investigates the significance of higher education in fostering law-abiding behavior among Chinese students and also highlights the impact of different factors on law obeying behavior. These elements include age, gender, education, occupation, and location. It has been shown in the literature that women are more attuned to lawful conduct than men. Likewise, previous study revealed that females may be more responsive to punishments for academic dishonesty than males, who are typically viewed as more competitive and risk-taking (Zhang et al., 2018). In a similar vein, there are other factors that have a significant link with lawful conduct. However, there has only been a little amount of research done on law abiding behavior up until now. So, it's suggested that scholars in the future look into lawful behavior in various population and across different countries.


Future recommendations and implications

Following are some of suggestions. First, future researchers should gather longitudinal data to learn how students' knowledge and other factors affect their compliance with laws over time. Secondly, it would be helpful to do focus groups and interviews with the students, as the qualitative remarks are brief. Third, additional researches need to be conducted on the topic of law abiding behavior as previously limited studies were present. Fourth, future research should consider the influence of other factors on law-abiding behavior. Fifth, future research should conduct cross- cultural studies to compare the significance of law abiding behavior across different countries.

The study findings revealed that the rise of academic dishonesty like plagiarism in higher education highlights the importance of law abiding behavior among students (Shek et al., 2022). This area of research may aid universities in combating academic dishonesty through effective teaching and learning strategies that encourage a growth attitude rather than a fixed mindset regarding learning. So, for future studies, it is important to learn about law-abiding behavior and how it can help students who don't follow the law in the long run. The results also showed that those with greater education are more likely to respect authoritative figures and accept responsibility for their conduct (Wu et al., 2022). In this way, future researchers should stress how important education is for students because it gives them not only knowledge and skills, but also spiritual and moral values that shape who they are and bring people together. In the future, researchers should use effective methods to figure out the complicated internal and external factors that lead to cheating and other bad behavior in higher education. This would lead to better results. As a result, effective institutional and programmatic interventions may concentrate on modifying students' mindsets in order to combat the disruptive conduct and improve educational outcomes.

Our study findings would be beneficial for the academic researchers and policy makers in following ways. First in educational institutions precautionary measures, such as providing incoming students with detailed information on policy requirements and learning resources about academic integrity in advance of formal registration, may help them to comprehend and adjust to the academic dishonesty. One way to put this into practice is for teachers to adjust their methods of instruction to make cheating less appealing. For example, if you make sure the course content is based on what the students ask and the assignments are frequent, short, and realistic, the students will gain confidence and won't need to cheat. Second, students in higher education institutions need to learn about obedience and the law in order to maintain a caring attitude towards the nation and state, which is essential for the development of a humane character. Third, one strategy of preventing criminal behavior is teaching lawful values to college and university students. Fourth, participating in religious events can reawaken students to maintain behavior consistent with their religious norms. Fifth, honesty also discourages students from acting dishonestly in class, which can prevent them from being manipulative. Lastly, every student needs to adopt the mindset that discipline is valuable in order to encourage compliance, maturity, and responsibility in the context of academic norms.




Conclusion

In this study a total of 3,785 articles were searched from 2000 to the end of July 2022 years on VOS viewer software. This study focuses to answer following four questions: What is law abiding behavior? What factors affect the higher education student's awareness of law-abiding in China? Which factors have more significant impact on law abiding of higher education students? Is there any relationship between law abiding behavior and psychological factors in higher education students? Based on the reviewed articles, it was found that in the year 2019, more articles were published on law abiding behavior as compared to before and after year 2019.

Present study focuses on the impact of different factors such as age, gender, education, occupation, and location on law-abiding behavior. The conclusion of various literature supports that there is a significant impact of these factors on law abiding behavior. Our findings not only shed light on the aspects that are most important in shaping law-abiding behavior, but they also imply that the educational system as a whole should implement initiatives to encourage law-abiding behavior among its students. To achieve this objective, it is vital to establish a climate of respect in the university that precludes any disorganization or deviant behavior on the part of students, such as violence, drug use, and addictive behavior etc. Moreover, assessment of social credit will lead to more law-abiding people in the community and, as a result, improve the quality of society as a whole. For a country to prosper economically and socially, it must have trustworthy and law-abiding individuals.
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In this study, it is aimed to examine the relationship between leadership in higher education institutions [HEIs] and academic staff’s job satisfaction, which is formed by combining different leadership styles in higher education institutions, using the meta-analysis method based on correlational research. For this purpose, it was investigated whether there was a significant difference between the effect sizes of the studies investigating the relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction between the years 2010–2022, according to the moderator variables (leadership styles, continent, culture, and Human Development Index [HDI]). A total of 57 research data, including sample size and Pearson correlation coefficient data, were evaluated within the scope of the research. Correlational studies were calculated according to the random effect model in terms of effect direction and overall effect size; The estimated effect size value was found to be 0.374. This value shows that the overall effect size of the relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction is positive and moderate. However, there is no significant difference between the effect sizes of the research examining the relationship between leadership styles in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction, according to continent, culture and HDI moderator variables.
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Introduction


Problem statement

New approaches to leadership in higher education are explored as universities face the challenges of competing in a globally competitive world while designing opportunities to build and develop sustainable leadership. While similar challenges exist in all industries, higher education is uniquely positioned given its role in developing new knowledge and disseminating existing knowledge (Jones et al., 2012). Universities provide qualified human capital by leading research activities to draw the attention of many institutions to the unresolved problems or weak areas of society, and also help the development of almost every sector effecting the economy. Therefore, universities need educational leaders who can fulfil their duties with the highest efficiency, integrity and the highest ethical standards in order to achieve their goals. Education leaders have many responsibilities including research, supervisory, administrative roles, job placement, supervision, event management and oversight of extra-curricular activities (Akhtar et al., 2021). However, Javed et al. (2020) state that responsibility is largely dependent on the leader and is subjective. According to the authors, to whom and what the leader is responsible for is subjective matter.

The changing demand for higher education challenges traditional assumptions not only about the nature, purpose, and place of higher education in society, but also about the most appropriate management and leadership systems that should operate in educational institutions. For example, Bolden et al. (2012) compares the traditional university model as a community of academics with a highly democratic and decentralized decision-making process that represents leadership as a shared responsibility with the increasingly common institutional or entrepreneurial approaches to leadership and management in universities. In recent studies, it has been examined how various leadership styles in higher education affect quality effectiveness, commitment, perception of organizational support, citizenship, and satisfaction in organizations (Alonderiene and Majauskaite, 2016; Sharma et al., 2016; Syakur et al., 2020; Öztürk and Kılıçoğlu, 2021).

To investigate current trends in higher education research, Tight (2012) analysed various higher education articles published between 2000 and 2010, he found an increase not only in quantity but also in quality of publications. Gumus et al. (2018) examined the leadership trends in educational organizations between the years 1980–2014 in their bibliometric study, and they found that the overall rate of the study group at the level of about 10 percent. It is observed that in the humanistic leadership theories period, leadership studies in higher education institutions are subjected to various leadership areas such as collaborative and distributed leadership (Youngs, 2017); transactional leadership (Sims et al., 2021); responsible leadership (Akhtar et al., 2020), instructional leadership (Shaked, 2021); transformational leadership (Sathiyaseelan, 2021); ethical leadership (Gok et al., 2017) and servant leadership (Dahleez and Aboramadan, 2022). The issue of leadership in higher education institutions, especially whether different leadership styles exist in higher education institutions, whether they are necessary, and whether the same theory and application framework is valid for the higher education sector as in other institutions (Siddique et al., 2011; Amzat and Idris, 2012) brought it to the fore. Because, as a large institution, a university is managed by various structures and administrative bodies, from the Rector, Vice-Rectors and Deans to academic councils, department managers, and administrative boards. Therefore, leadership styles in higher education institutions refer to different management roles and titles, from strategic management to managerial roles, transformational and visionary roles (Settles et al., 2019). It can be concluded that the roles of leaders in higher education can be complex and varied. Li et al. (2022) support this by emphasizing the complexity of the roles of education leaders in higher education, stating that they are responsible for fulfilling a variety of tasks from educational visionary to legal oversight. Apart from this, job satisfaction of lecturers is another important variable in order to increase the quality of education and training and to create university performance at universities. As suggested in limited research, appropriate leadership styles in higher education can increase the job satisfaction of academic staff (Alonderiene and Majauskaite, 2016). When leaders in HEI exhibit leadership characteristics and actions consistent by encouraging the job satisfaction, they positively affect many factors such as employee retention (Harris et al., 2016), organizational justice and organizational trust (Dahleez and Aboramadan, 2022), organizational commitment (Mwesigwa et al., 2020), academic staff performance (Jameel and Ahmad, 2020). Nguyen et al. (2021), found a high correlation between leadership and job satisfaction, and state that the leader style is important. Shaari et al. (2022) found a relationship between transformational and transactional leadership and job satisfaction in their research on academic staff. Therefore, this research focuses on the effect of leadership styles in HEIs on academic staff’s job satisfaction.

There are various meta-analysis studies investigating the effects of leadership style on job satisfaction in educational organizations in resent studies (Cakmak et al., 2015; Coğaltay et al., 2016). However, as a result of the literature review, no meta-analysis study was found that examines the effect of leadership style in higher education institutions on the job satisfaction of academic staff. It can also be stated that leadership studies in HEIs are less studied compared to leadership styles in primary, secondary and high school education institutions. It can be stated that the importance given to leadership in HEIs has increased significantly in recent years (Belias and Koustelios, 2014). Therefore, this research, focuses on the effect of leadership in HEIs on job satisfaction of academic staff, is expected to contribute to the literature. In addition, it is thought that the research will provide an opportunity to explain how leadership in HEIs affects the job satisfaction of academic staff.

This study makes an important contribution to the literature, as it is the first research to examine leadership styles in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction through meta-analysis method. Although there are many empirical studies in the literature (Okan and Akyüz, 2015; Kiplangat et al., 2017), there is no study that clearly reveals the direction and effect of the relationship between leadership styles in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction using the meta-analysis method. Although various empirical studies have been conducted to date, this study is summarized for the first time by combining the studies done so far with the psychometric meta-analysis method. In this context, the results of the relations obtained in the literature have been clearly revealed and a contributed the literature. Because, by bringing together the studies that deal with the relationships between these variables, it will be possible to determine the direction and strength of the relationships, and it will be possible to contribute to the literature. In addition, it will contribute to the clearer understanding of the relationship between leadership styles in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction by researchers in the field. In summary, the study, and its results both contribute to the knowledge of literature and draw attention to the importance of increasing leadership styles studies in higher education institutions.




Literature review

Universities have its own challenges (Anthony and Antony, 2017) because of having complex structure and uncertain decision-making processes (Hendrickson et al., 2013) which reveals the need for different leadership styles (Gigliotti and Ruben, 2017). In this context, it can be mentioned that the concept of leadership styles exists because there is a need for leadership in the management of higher education institutions.

According to Anthony and Antony (2017), leaders in HEIs encourage academic staff towards their academic work and can create social networks among academic staff. In addition, leaders in HEIs follow the mission of the university with a visionary approach; as entrepreneurs, risk-taking and flexible individuals, they can create structures to support change and affect the culture and values of HEIs (Anthony and Antony, 2017). It is also stated that leaders in higher education institutions are charismatic individuals who can foresee difficulties or opportunities, adapt to change, and do not hesitate to work to become stronger individually and professionally (Asaari et al., 2016; Thompson and Franz, 2016). In addition, as a reflection of leadership in HEIs, strategy, ethics, professionalism, goal orientation, experience, passion, recognition, and self-confidence are also emerging (Iordache-Platis, 2016). Since leaders in HEIs is associated with positions such as rector, dean, director, and head of department, academic leaders organize training programs, make planning in academic units, recruit academic staff, and evaluate and coordinate the institution (Hacifazlioglu, 2010). Mamiseishvili et al. (2016), on the other hand, state that especially department heads encourage productive behaviours through strong leadership roles in HEIs and are seen as a source that provides development opportunities as a model for other academic staff. Leaders in HEIs play a fundamental role in ensuring effective communication and thus building trust and transparency (Gigliotti and Ruben, 2017). In summary, leaders in HEIs are used in this research to refer to individuals who work as permanent academic staff in higher education institutions and who assume leadership and management roles within the university system (Morris and Laipple, 2015; Iordache-Platis, 2016) and it is related to the tasks or behaviours performed by the academic staff in the managerial position (Pani, 2017).

Leaders in HEIs directly or indirectly influence the academic world by using their unique experiences, teaching, and research skills (Thompson and Franz, 2016). One of the important variables affecting the academic world is job satisfaction. Job satisfaction is defined as the emotional reactions of employees towards their jobs and how they feel towards their jobs and organizations (Spector, 1997) and is associated with increasing employee behavior, motivation, and productivity (Bhuian and Islam, 1996). Leaders, with their knowledge and abilities, have an impact on the job satisfaction of the employees due to their features such as gathering people around certain goals and activating them to realize these goals (Eren, 2001) and being able to transfer their feelings and thoughts to the employees strongly (Goleman, 2002).


Research hypothesis

Leaders are the role models of their subordinates within an organization. Various negative behaviours exhibited by leaders (for example, hiding information from subordinates; presenteeism) may also negatively affect their behaviour (Dietz et al., 2020; Akhtar et al., 2021). Therefore, it is extremely important for leaders who are role models to exhibit positive behaviour. Thus, employees will create an environment of creativity where they can improve their services, generate new ideas and encourage new ways of working (Karatepe et al., 2020). Similarly, given that academic staff take their leaders as role models, academics can pay attention to whether their own values are in line with the values displayed by the leaders in their institutions (Lee et al., 2017). It is expected that the job satisfaction of academicians who exhibit leadership styles appropriate to their own values will be positive. In a limited number of studies, it is stated that there are positive and significant relationships between leadership styles in higher education and job satisfaction of academic staff (Schulze, 2006; Lan et al., 2019). Based on this, the following hypotheses were developed in the research:


H1: There is a positive relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.
 

The relevant literature shows that different styles of leadership in HEIs have an impact on the job satisfaction of academic staff, either directly or through intermediary factors (Alonderiene and Majauskaite, 2016; Dalati et al., 2017; Barnett, 2018; Rahman, 2018; Suong et al., 2019; Mwesigwa et al., 2020; Djaelani et al., 2021).

One of the important leadership styles that affect the job satisfaction of academic staff from research variables is transformational leadership. Transformational leadership is a process that changes the values, beliefs, and attitudes of its followers (Riggio, 2014) and aims to increase the self-confidence of individuals by revealing their talents and skills (Eren, 2015). In this context, transformational leadership draws a framework for the transformation of knowledge in HEI (Basham, 2012; Cetin and Kinik, 2015). A transformational higher education leader can increase job satisfaction by gaining the respect of the academic staff, considering the moral and ethical consequences of decisions, and giving individual incentives to increase the motivation of academic staff (Bass et al., 2003). Therefore, it is thought that transformational leadership in higher education may have a positive effect on academic staff’s job satisfaction. According to the research conducted by Mwesigwa et al. (2020) shows that transformational leadership styles positively affect the job satisfaction of academic staff. It is also stated in the same study that job satisfaction tends to increase when they provide better and more suitable working conditions by giving academic staff the freedom to take decisions, provide them opportunities to develop themselves with additional training programs, support their career development by counselling, reward them with incentive programs, provide fringe benefits, empower them and encourage their participation in some studies and some projects (Mwesigwa et al., 2020). In related studies, it has seen that there are positive and significant relationships between job satisfaction and transformational leadership styles (Robyn and Preez, 2013; Ali et al., 2014; Suong et al., 2019; Jameel and Ahmad, 2020).

Another style of leadership that positively affects academic job satisfaction is transactional leadership (Suong et al., 2019; Jameel and Ahmad, 2020). In transactional leadership, where the authority of the leader is dominant, the successful completion of tasks and follower harmony are emphasized through contingent rewards (Northouse, 2018). In this context, it can be mentioned that transactional leadership in HEIs uses reward or punishment to direct and maintain the extrinsic motivation of academic staff (Zheng et al., 2019). As a result, a transactional leader who clearly expresses the expectations in higher education institutions and promises awards and status to the academic staff if these expectations are met can positively affect the job satisfaction of the academic staff (Bateh and Heyliger, 2014).

In passive leadership, it is said that the leader avoids taking responsibility, refrains from making decisions, does not give feedback, and makes little effort to help his followers to meet their needs (Northouse, 2018). In passive leadership, it can be emphasized that leaders in higher education institutions are passive, ineffective, and unwilling or incapable of making decisions on their own when they lack knowledge, experience, and expertise. As a result, this leadership may negatively affect the job satisfaction of academic staff, as it causes lack of motivation and role ambiguity in academic staff (Belias and Koustelios, 2014).

It is important for academic staff to be aware of the existence of a servant leader who consider their views into account, loves, and respects them, understands, supports and exalts them (Yukl, 2018). However, increasing love, trust, and appreciation among teaching staff can be supported by spiritual leadership. In this way, spiritual leaders are a source of inspiration for the high performance of the academic staff, increase cooperation and encourage learning together (Yukl, 2018). Therefore, according to relevant literature examining the relationship between servant leadership (Alonderiene and Majauskaite, 2016), spiritual leadership (Wong et al., 2015; Djaelani et al., 2021) and job satisfaction, it can be concluded that both servant leadership and spiritual leadership have a positive effect on job satisfaction.

In this research, within the scope of “others” leadership styles, coach leadership, hr. specialist leadership, autocrat leadership, contingent, leadership, top management leadership, institutional leadership, empowering leadership, fair leadership, and democratic leadership styles were examined. It has been emphasized that these leadership styles are discussed in studies specific to higher education institutions, and that the relationship between academic staff’s job satisfaction and job satisfaction is positive in related studies (Haras, 2010; Muhonen, 2016; Alonderiene and Majauskaite, 2016; Lee et al., 2017; Rahman, 2018; Hee et al., 2020).

Based on this, the following hypothesis were developed in the research:


H2: Leadership style is a moderating variable for the positive relationship between leadership in HEI and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

H2a: There is a positive relationship between transformation leadership style in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

H2b: There is a positive relationship between transactional leadership style in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

H2c: There is a negative relationship between passive leadership style in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

H2d: There is a positive relationship between servant leadership style in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

H2e: There is a positive relationship between spiritual leadership style in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

H2f: There is a positive relationship between other leadership styles in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.
 

Depending on many factors such as the level of economic development, management styles (Vliert and Einarsen, 2008), cultural values (Wu et al., 2018), individualistic-collectivist structure of employees (Hou, 2017), there are studies that show that leadership approaches differ on a country basis. Therefore, it is seen that different styles of leadership come to the fore in different geographical regions (Aycan et al., 2000; Vliert et al., 2010). For example, Mittal and Dorfman (2012) found that the dimensions of egalitarianism and empowerment are more important in European cultures than Asian cultures in their study examining the levels of servant leadership in different geographical regions. They stated that the dimensions of empathy and humility were more suitable for Asian cultures rather than European cultures. In addition, there are also studies that comparatively examine academic staff’s job satisfaction in different countries (Lacy and Sheehan, 1997; Bentley et al., 2013). For example, Lacy and Sheehan (1997) found in their study that academics in the United States (60%) were more satisfied with their jobs than academics in Hong Kong (50%). Bentley et al. (2013) determined the job satisfaction rate of academics in South Africa, located on the African continent, as 51%, the job satisfaction rate of academics in the USA as 61%, and the job satisfaction rate of academics in Finland, located in the European continent, as 67%. Based on all this literature, it is predicted that the continent of the country in which the academic staff work will be the moderator variable in their perceived leadership styles and job satisfaction and the following hypothesis were developed:


H3: The continent in which the countries are located is a moderating variable for the positive relationship between leadership in HEI and academic staff’s job satisfaction.
 

It has been stated in studies on a wide variety of organizational and national issues that there may be differences in different leadership preferences (Hofstede, 2001) and job satisfaction levels in societies that differ in terms of cultural values (Taras et al., 2010). In studies on leadership, it has been emphasized that collectivist and individualistic cultural values are important among social cultural values (Aycan et al., 2013). Triandis (1995) argues that leadership tends to be paternalistic and supportive in collectivist cultures, and achievement-oriented and participatory in individualistic cultures. According to House and Aditya (1997), “benevolent autocrat” leadership is the most admired leadership style in collectivist cultures. In a study, it was determined that employees with high collectivistic values perceived less mobbing when they perceived their managers as paternalistic leaders (Durmaz et al., 2020). Personal relationships are more important than duty in collectivist societies and personal relationships must be established first (Hofstede, 2001). Trust in institutions is established with the leader within personal relationships. An employee who trusts his leader is expected to have a positive job satisfaction (Shi et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2022). Karadağ (2020), also mentions that because there is a stronger acceptance and respect for authority in collective cultures, leaders create more influence on these collective cultures than those in individual cultures. In line with all these research findings, it can be said that leadership is important in ensuring the job satisfaction of academic staff in collectivist cultures. The fact that institutions are seen as a family in collectivist cultures contributes to the employee’s developing a sense of loyalty to the institution and management (Saylık, 2017). As a result, it can be mentioned that the relationship between perceived leadership in higher education and job satisfaction in countries with collectivist cultures is higher than in countries with individualistic cultures (Aycan, 2006; Saylık, 2017; Durmaz et al., 2020). In line with the results of the relevant research, the following hypothesis has been developed:


H4: The positive relationship existing between leadership in HEIs, and academic staff’s is stronger in countries with collectivist cultures compared to countries with individualistcultures.
 

In a country, a high level of education affects development with a positive trend in terms of economic and social results, as it will create a qualified workforce. In this context, the evaluation of the education index in the HDI subcategory is important in terms of revealing the level of education, enabling comparison with different countries, and determining the measures and improving policies to be taken in countries with low education levels (Fırat et al., 2015). For example, in the context of job satisfaction, Blanchflower and Oswald (2005) stated that Australia, which ranked third in the HDI in 2004, ranks lower levels in the international job satisfaction rankings. In another study, cooperation in scientific publications, order of authorship, superiority and leadership in research activities were investigated between countries with different HDI. According to the results of this research, it is stated that the leadership characteristics of the authors participating from the countries with high HDI are more developed and they are especially responsible for the studies. It has been revealed that the authors of countries with medium and low levels of human development have a low level of leadership roles and show little participation as a corresponding author (González-Alcaide et al., 2017). In this context, it was predicted in the research that leadership styles in HEIs and job satisfaction in universities will also differ according to HDI variables.


H5: The positive relationship existing between leadership in HEI and academic staff’s is stronger in countries with very high/high human development indices (HDI) compared to countries with medium/low HDI.
 




Materials and methods


Research design

In this study, the meta-analysis method was used to determine the relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction. Meta-analysis is a statistical method that aims to systematically bring together the quantitative findings of similar and independent studies on a specific subject in a consistent and coherent way according to selection criteria (Borenstein et al., 2009) and to reveal important moderator variables (Cohen et al., 2007; Dinçer, 2014).



Study sample and selection criteria

Since publication bias is stated as an important negative factor in meta-analysis studies, it was preferred to use scientific articles and unpublished postgraduate theses in this study. The data used in the study are limited to January 2010–August 2022. The reason for the determination of this range can be shown as the increase of research on leadership in HEIs since 2010. It is also stated that the foundations of humanist leadership theories were laid (Karadağ, 2020). The reason why the research sample includes academic staff in higher education institutions can be cited as the frequent interactions between leaders and employees and the opportunity to examine the relationships between various variables as a result of these interactions (Syed et al., 2021). In addition, this sample was preferred to better understand the positive results of leadership styles to be exhibited in the academic environment (Li et al., 2022). The search process was carried out in English language by keywords and article texts or abstracts in all publications worldwide, between January 2010 and August 2022. Studies contain statistical information necessary for correlational meta-analysis (Pearson correlation values, sample size). Studies measure the relationships between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

Clearly specifying the studies to be included in the meta-analysis in line with certain criteria and being consistent with the purpose of the research are important criteria to prevent publication bias (Berman and Parker, 2002). Therefore, first, a literature search was conducted in the Scopus, Web of Science, Proquest, and Ebsco databases to identify studies to be included in the meta-analysis. At this phase, the “leadership” term was taken as a base, and the terms “job satisfaction,” “faculty’s job satisfaction,” “faculty,” “academic staff’s job satisfaction,” “academic staff” OR “higher education” OR “university” OR “college” were used in the title, keywords, and abstract fields and searched in English. In line with this search model, 241 publications from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database, 25 publications from Ebsco database, 152 publications from Web of Science database and 328 publications from Scopus database were reached. Thus, a total of 746 publications were reviewed for this study; A total of 215 publications describing the relationship between leadership and job satisfaction were included in the research. However, 44 of them were conducted in a qualitative study design. In 41 studies, Pearson correlation values were not specified; In 16 studies, the variable related to job satisfaction was not defined. In addition, it was determined that the sample of 54 studies consisted of both administrative and academic staff. Therefore, 155 studies were excluded from the analysis. In the second phase, the remaining 60 studies were analysed in detail 32 of these studies were excluded from the analysis because they were the same study which were in different databases; and 28 studies found appropriate to use in this study.

As a result of the examinations, a research sample including studies suitable for meta-analysis was obtained. Accordingly, there are 57 independent data sets obtained from 28 different studies in the study sample (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Frequency of the studies included in meta-analysis of the leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.
[image: Table1]

When the descriptive statistics of the research included in the meta-analysis were examined, it was seen that 28 studies examining the relationships between leadership styles in HEI and academic staff’s job satisfaction were conducted in 9 studies between 2010 and 2015, 10 between 2016 and 2018, and 8 between 2019 and 2020. There is no study in 2021 and 2022. A total of 7,283 academic staff included in the sample.

Unpublished studies (i.e., dissertations) were also included in the study, since only the criticisms of including published articles in meta-analyses were considered. Of the 28 studies included in the research, 15 are articles and 13 are dissertations. Three studies in Africa (Nigeria, Uganda, South Africa), eleven studies in the Americas (United States), eleven studies in Asia (Pakistan = 2, Saudi Arabia = 2, Azerbaijan, Oman, Malaysia, Palestine, Iran, Indonesia), and three studies in Europe were conducted (Lithuania, Sweden and Turkiye).



Coding procedure

Coding is a data extraction process in which clear data and data suitable for research are extracted from the information compiled in the studies (Karadağ, 2020). A coding form was created by the researchers to code the studies included in the meta-analysis process. In the coding form, (i) descriptive statistics and (ii) statistics of research variables were coded in Excel. Within the scope of descriptive statistics, the references of the research, the year it was published, the information about the sampling (sample size, the country in which the research was conducted, the cultural classification of the countries and the classification of the HDI of the countries), the names of the data collection tools were coded. Methodological analysis information and quantitative values (Pearson correlational values between leadership in HEI and academic staff’s job satisfaction) used within the scope of statistics of research variables are also defined. Coding was done in an appropriate way in the coding form. Thus, it is aimed to develop a special coding system specific to meta-analysis research that will examine the characteristics of both descriptive and research variables in detail.



Moderator variables, analysis, and operational definitions

Moderator analysis is an analysis method used to test the direction of the differences between subgroups and the average effect sizes of the variables (Karadağ, 2020). The statistical significance of the difference between the moderator variables was tested using the Q statistical method developed by Hedges and Olkin (1985). In this method, the Qb value was calculated to test the homogeneity between the groups (Kulinskaya et al., 2008; Borenstein et al., 2009). In the study, leadership styles, the continent, national culture and HDI variables were determined as moderator variables since they were thought to play a role in the average effect size.

The first moderator variable is leadership styles. In this research, moderators of leadership styles include: (i) transformational leadership, (ii) transactional leadership, (iii) passive leadership, (iv) servant leadership, (v) spiritual leadership and (vi) other. Other leadership styles discussed in the research are the studies gathered under the title of “other” and include the styles of leadership in which research based on a single frequency are found.

The second moderator variable, the continent where the research took place, was evaluated in terms of whether they were moderators in the relationship between leadership styles in HEI and academic staff’s job satisfaction. In this study, there are 6 studies from the African continent (3 countries), 22 studies from the Americas (11 countries), 20 studies from the Asian continent (11 countries), and 9 studies from the European continent (3 countries).

The third moderator variable is the national cultures of the countries (individualistic and collectivist cultures) named by Triandis and Gelfand (1998) and classified in Hofstede Insights (2020). People living in societies with an individualistic culture use their preferences within the social framework in the society; individuals in collectivist cultures meet the needs of their families and social frameworks before their own needs (Triandis, 1996) and shape their national cultures by preserving the integrity and order of the society Biddle (2012). In individualistic societies, individuals shape the society according to their own decisions and preferences and accept life as their own Biddle (2012). In collectivist societies, the services of individuals to society are taken as basis for social order and the life of individuals is seen as belonging to the society, they are a part of (Biddle, 2012). In line with all these views, the relationship between leadership in HEI and academic staff’s job satisfaction in countries with individualistic and collectivist cultures has been reviewed. In this study, of the 57 studies included in the national culture moderator analysis, 26 (n = 13) belong to a collectivist culture and 31 (n = 14) belong to an individualistic culture. The majority of research on individualistic culture has been carried out in the United States and European countries.

The fourth and final moderator variable is the current HDI, which expresses the economic, social, political and cultural processes (United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),2019) that expand individuals’ choices. In this meta-analysis study, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2019) is based on the HDI classification United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2019). Human development reports provide information and comments to eliminate general disadvantages in all countries in the world (Koçal, 2018). In the report, countries are classified as very high human development, high human development, medium human development, and low human development United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2019). Human development indices range from zero to one. The closeness of the index value to one is an indicator of very high human development. Considering the distribution of the research according to the HDI, it is seen that 42 studies have a very high index (19 countries), 6 studies a high index (5 countries), 4 studies a medium index (2 countries), and 5 studies a low index (2 countries).



Effect size analyses

Effect size is a standard measure value used to determine the strength and direction of the relationship in the meta-analysis study (Borenstein et al., 2009). In this relational meta-analysis study, the effect size was calculated with the Pearson correlation coefficient (r).

There are two main models in the meta-analysis: the fixed effects model and the random effects model. In order to determine which model to use, it was taken into account whether the prerequisites of the model were met with the characteristics of the studies included in the meta-analysis (Kulinskaya et al., 2008; Borenstein et al., 2009). The fixed effects model includes the assumption that the study is functionally the same, and the goal is to estimate the effect size for a single defined population. If the study is believed to be unequal in functionality and generalizations are to be made over the estimated effect size for larger populations, the model to be used is the random effects model. In this study, a random effects model was applied in the meta-analysis processes when all conditions were taken into account. Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA V 2) software was used in the meta-analysis processes.



The common method bias

Various applications have been made in line with the recommendations in the literature to reduce the common method bias (Javed et al., 2020; Akhtar et al., 2021). First, Aslam et al. (2021) recommends stating the purpose of the research before applying the data collection tools and paying attention to the confidentiality and anonymity of the answers obtained from the data collection tools. When all the studies included in this meta-analysis study are examined, it can be said that confidentiality and anonymity are taken into account within the scope of the ethical dimension of the research and the purpose of the research is stated. Common method bias is also the case when a researcher creates estimates of validity and reliability that may lead a researcher to believe that a scale does not accurately reflect an implicit measure but does so accurately. Such an error may cause common method bias in future meta-analysis studies (Wall, 2014). As a result, the studies included in the meta-analysis were examined and it was seen that the data collection tools used were suitable for the purpose of the studies, and the validity and reliability information was presented. Thus, the existence of common method bias cannot be mentioned in this study.



Statistical methods/analysis (reliability and validity of the study)

The reliability and validity of the results is considered one of the most important criteria in a meta-analysis. In this context, the steps for reliability and validity are as follows:

• In this study, while determining the inclusion and exclusion criteria, all the characteristics related to the field of study (leadership and job satisfaction) were evaluated together. The target set for job satisfaction is to evaluate the satisfaction of the academic staff with their jobs; It is not about assessing their life satisfaction.

• Since the studies included in the meta-analysis were not functionally equivalent, the random effects model was used.

• In this study, attention was paid to research sensitivity by including both published and unpublished studies to avoid publication bias. Also, no evidence of publication bias was observed with a funnel plot or tests. It was also determined that the effect size was not affected by publication bias.

• Coding reliability was performed to determine whether the studies in the coding form were coded correctly. For this purpose, two field experts experienced in meta-analysis studies were asked to recode approximately 17 studies, which were randomly selected and correspond to 30% of the studies included in the coding list, by adhering to the coding list created by the researchers. Cohen’s Kappa consistency coefficients, which were used in meta-analysis studies to determine the reliability of the coding form and to measure the reliability between raters (Leary, 2012), were calculated and the value was found to be 0.92 (p < 0.001). According to Landis and Koch (1977), this value indicates an “almost perfect” agreement between the coders.

• The basic condition for sampling in meta-analysis studies is that the sample best represents the population. The sampling is not expected to be the same as the population, as there are inclusion or exclusion criteria for sampling, and it consists of total errors that occur by chance. However, it is expected that an infinite number of studies will take place for meta-analysis in order for the sampling error to be zero (Karadağ, 2020). Therefore, considering that the sample of the studies included in the meta-analysis is not infinite; Random effects model was used in this study. In meta-analysis studies, correlation values are converted to “Fisher Z” values and analyses are performed on these values. While the analysis findings are being evaluated, they are interpreted by converting them into correlation coefficients. In correlation data, the correlation coefficient is used as the effect size in relation to the direction of the relationship (positive or negative). Correlation coefficient effect sizes are interpreted if it is between ±0.00 and ± 0.10, it is very weak; If it is between ±0.10 and 0.30, it is weak; between ±0.30 and 0.50 is moderate; ± 0.50 to 0.80 strong; ± 0.80 and above as a very strong effect (Cohen et al., 2007).




Results


Descriptive analysis

As can be seen in the forest plot examination (Supplementary Figure S1), all the random effect sizes for the correlation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction were significant (p < 0.05), and the confidence interval for each effect size did not cross zero.

Meta-analysis results between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction are presented in Table 2. The findings support the H1 hypothesis, which states that there is a positive relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction. While the average effect size was determined to be r = 0.374, the lower bound value was calculated as r = 0.247 and the upper bound value as r = 0.504.



TABLE 2 Meta-analysis results related to relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.
[image: Table2]

In the other hypothesis sentences of the research; leadership styles, the continent in which the countries were located, the national culture and the HDI might be moderators for the relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

It is seen that the H2 hypothesis, which states that leadership styles have a moderator effect on the relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction, is supported (Qb = 51.786 p < 0.05). From the leadership styles obtained from the studies included in the meta-analysis, spiritual leadership is very strong on the job satisfaction of the academic staff (r = 0.894); servant (r = 0.658), other (r = 0.632) and transformation (r = 0.569) leadership styles are strong on job satisfaction of academic staff; passive leadership (r = −0.412) has a medium effect on the job satisfaction of the academic staff, and transactional leadership (r = 0.265) has a weak effect on the job satisfaction of the academic staff.

H3, which asserted that the continent in which the countries are located was the moderating variable regarding the positive relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction, was not supported. In the moderator analysis performed, the positive relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction was not statistically significant (Qb = 6.219, p > 0.05). Although the relationship difference was not statistically significant, teacher self-efficacy appears to have a positive relationship with academic staff’s job satisfaction in the continents of America (r = 0.273), Asia (r = 0.316), Africa (r = 0.373) and Europe (r = 0.754).

The findings did not support H4, which asserted that the national culture was a mediating variable for the positive relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction. In the moderator analysis performed, there was no significant difference between national culture [collectivist culture (r = 0.348) and individualistic culture (r = 0.397) (Qb = 0.139; p > 0.05)].

H5, which expresses the role of The HDI as a moderator variable for the positive positive relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction was not supported. In the analysis of the moderator, the average effect size difference was found to be statistically insignificant (Qb = 1.501, p > 0.05). Although the effect difference was not statistically significant, the relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction was in countries with low HDI (r = 0.332), medium HDI (r = 0.319), with high HDI (r = 0.612) and with very high HDI (r = 0.350).



Publishing bias

Since publications that produce meaningful results are included in the research process and negatively affect the analysis process, it is recommended to detect publication bias before starting the meta-analysis (Kalkan, 2017). The most commonly used method for publication bias is the funnel plot. The results of the funnel scatterplot showing the probability of publication bias of the studies included in the meta-analysis in this study are shown in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Funnel scatter plot illustrating relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.


In case of any publication bias, the funnel plot is expected to be significantly asymmetrical. In particular, most of the studies included in the study are expected to be at the top of the figure and very close to the combined effect size. In line with all these indicators, it can be mentioned that no evidence of publication bias was observed in any of the 57 studies subjected to meta-analysis. However, since not all the individual effect sizes of the studies are symmetrical in the funnel, it is necessary to look at the publication bias statistics. Confidence tests showing the bias of the studies included in the meta-analysis and their results are given in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Confidence tests and results showing the bias of studies included in the meta-analysis.
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As seen in Table 3, the results of Rosenthal’s Fail-Safe N Test reveal that the meta-analysis result is statistically significant (p = 0.000). In other words, to eliminate the significance of meta-analysis results, 3,087 studies with zero effect size value are needed (Z value = 39.493; p < 0.00; alfa value = 0.05). The fact that Kendall’s Tau coefficient obtained from Begg and Mazumdar Rank Correlations is not statistically significant (Tau = 0.043; z value for Tau = 0.474; p value (1-tailed) = 0.317; p value (2-tailed) = 0.634) is an indication that there is no publication bias. From the result of Egger’s Linear Regression method (p = 0.325 > 0.05), it can be stated with 95% confidence that there is no publication bias. According to the results of Rosenthal’s Fail-Safe N Test, Begg and Mazumdar Rank Correlations, and Egger’s Linear Regression method, which were used to determine the validity and publication bias of the research, it was concluded that the publication bias was low. In this study, publication bias was tested also using Duval and Tweedie’s trim and fill tests in Table 4.



TABLE 4 The results of Duval and Tweedie’s trim and fill tests.
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When Duval and Tweedie’s trim and fill tests results in Table 4 are examined, it is seen that there is no significant difference between the observed effect and the artificial effect determined to adjust for the effect that may arise from publication bias. The difference between the fixed effect size and the observed effect size is zero, since there is no missing data on both sides of the centerline and the studies concentrated on both sides show a symmetrical distribution (Coğaltay et al., 2014).




Discussion and conclusion

In the current study, that was conducted to examine the relation leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction, using the meta-analysis method, the overall effect size of 57 different studies that were determined in accordance with the selection criteria was calculated. In addition, it was aiming to answer the question if there was a significant relation between the parameters according to the moderator variables (leadership theories, the continent where the research was conducted, national culture and HDI).

The first finding of the study is that there is a moderate and direct relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction. As the related studies in the literature are examined, it is stated that leadership in HEIs is related to academic staff’s job satisfaction (Alonderiene and Majauskaite, 2016; Harris et al., 2016; Barnett, 2018; Liu et al., 2021). Academic staff should be satisfied with their jobs to fulfil their educational, research-investigation-based, and social responsibilities such as teaching, designing practice hours for the course material, conducting scientific studies, and carrying out projects. There is a direct relation between the academic staff’s job satisfaction and the program/education outcomes, the higher the satisfaction level of the academic staff’ results with the greater the program/education outcomes. High leadership behaviours exhibited by academic staff’ are also considered important on academic staff’s job satisfaction. Academic staff’ due to their position as scientists are expected to be able to lead, influence, stimulate the society while being open to communication and permissive (Caglar, 2004). This identity can be accepted as an indicator of the job satisfaction of the academic staff in terms of developing the vision of the university and producing a sense of belonging, as well as their leadership styes.

In this research, it has been determined that leadership styles are moderators in the relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction. According to this finding, the effect of spiritual leadership on the relationship between the academic staff’s job satisfaction and the leadership in HEI is at the highest level; It has been determined that servant, other and transformational leadership styles have positive and strong effects. Moreover, passive leadership has negative and moderate effects while transactional leadership has positive but weak effects on the relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction.

It is an expected result that the effect of leadership styles on the relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction is direct and significant. In this study, it was determined that there is a positive and high level of relationship between spiritual leadership and academic staff job satisfaction. Spiritual leadership emphasizes the spiritual side of people, and it is seen that spiritual leaders emphasize issues such as love, compassion, honesty, harmony, unity, and peace (Polat, 2011). Moreover, it is stated that managers who show spiritual leadership characteristics are adored by their employees which is in direct relation with job satisfaction expectations (Pio and Tampi, 2018; Maryati et al., 2019; Djaelani et al., 2021). The fact that leaders in HEIs also have strong spiritual feelings towards the institution can positively affect their job satisfaction.

In this study, it was determined that there is a positive and high level of relationship between servant leadership and academic staff job satisfaction. It is also stated in the literature that servant leaders, who have the characteristics of helping the success and development of the employees in the institution and dedicating themselves to developing the vision of the institution, increase the job satisfaction of the individuals working in the institution (Amah, 2018; Zargar et al., 2019; Adiguzel et al., 2020). It is expected that the presence of a manager who supports their employees within the organization will have an impact on the job satisfaction of the employees’. Likewise, a leader in HEIs who is devoted to the institution and who aims to develop the vision of the institution and whose servant-leader characteristics dominate is expected to have a high levels of job satisfaction.

In the study, it was determined that that there is a positive and high level of relationship between transformational leadership and academic staff job satisfaction. Many studies examining leadership styles and job satisfaction in higher education have concluded that there is a moderate and positive relationship between transformational leadership and academic staff job satisfaction (Duyan, 2019; Gölebakar, 2020). Transformational leaders aim to change the perceptions of the employees in the organization by way of variety of activities by putting their employees in the center of the activities stemming a high levels of job satisfaction within the institution (Cote, 2017). It can be said that leaders in HEIs displaying transformational leadership styles and taking their own interests and needs as the basis while achieving their goals they focus on will increase their job satisfaction.

In this research, it has been determined that passive leadership has negative and moderate levels effect on academic staff job satisfaction and transactional leadership has a positive and low-level effect on academic staff job satisfaction. Passive leadership is a leadership style in which the leader does not interfere with the process and avoids talking to employees or setting the desired standards (Bass et al., 2003). Transactional leadership, on the other hand, is defined as a process based on mutual interests between the leader and the employee, in which employees gain prestige and wages as a result of meeting the expectations of the leaders (Isa et al., 2011). It is inevitable that both leadership characteristics will have lower effects on job satisfaction than other leadership styles. As a matter of fact, it is stated in the literature that the relation between passive and transactional leadership and job satisfaction is low, and there is even a negative relation (Nguni et al., 2006; Nazim and Mahmood, 2018). In this manner, it can be said that leaders’ acting with a certain salary or extrinsic motivation or hiding their leadership characteristics have an insignificant effect on their job satisfaction or that the effect is less than those with other leadership styles.

No statistically significant difference was observed in the relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction in any of the four continents within the scope of the research. Owing to globalization in the 21st century, it is an expected result that leadership and job satisfaction are expected to be high among the characteristics of the teaching staff independent of geographical locations. Although the continent variable was determined as the moderator variable for the relationship between leadership n HEIs and job satisfaction, it was determined that continent was not a significant variable in this study. It is possible to state that there are studies with similar findings in the literature however, there are more studies that conclude that continent is a significant variable (Hou, 2017; Wu et.al., 2018; Neubert et al., 2022). There might be different reasons for this. First of all, it was aimed to reveal cultural, economic and social differences while determining the continent variable as a moderator variable. Since the sample size that could detect national differences in the research universe could not be reached, it is thought that these dimensions should be compared with a larger sample set in future studies, although universities operate in different geographies, it is thought that this has led to such a result because they are in a similar organizational structure. Since the structure of universities does not change radically on a geographical basis, it is thought that continental difference does not have a significant moderator effect on the relationship between leadership n HEIs and job satisfaction.

In this study, it was determined that the relationship between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction did not differ according to countries with collectivist and individualistic society. Although a society’s being in an individualistic or collectivist culture gives information about the individuals, institutions, behaviours and functioning of those institutions (Carıkcı and Koyuncu, 2010); Individualist and collectivist cultures cannot always exhibit a homogeneous structure, both at the social and institutional level. Even within the same country or society, a heterogeneous structure is exhibited in terms of cultural approach (Hofstede et al., 2010; Keçeci, 2017). There are different findings about individualism–collectivism and job satisfaction in the literature. Hui et al. (1995) found that job satisfaction is higher in collectivist societies. Nevertheless, Harrison (1995), Griffeth and Hom (1987), and Lincoln and Kalleberg (1985) reported that employees in individualistic cultures have higher job satisfaction. Although there are studies stating that leadership styles (spiritual, paternalistic, educational) are higher in collectivist cultures than in individualistic cultures (Novikov, 2017; Saylik, 2017; Karadağ, 2020). In his research, Saylik (2017) concluded that there is no significant relationship between collectivism and leadership styles emphasizing authoritarianism, interventionism, and insufficiency. Similar research findings, which determined that the relationship between leadership styles in academic organizations and academic staff job satisfaction, do not differ according to countries with collectivist and individualistic society structures, also support the findings of this research (Durmaz et al., 2020). As a result, it can be said that both cultural structures can affect the leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction direct or reverse from different aspects.

Likewise, it was determined that HDI types were not moderators in the relation between leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction. Among the countries included in the research, it can be said that the academic staff working in different countries in terms of HDI find the profession of academics valuable, they are satisfied with their work and their perceptions of leadership in HEIs are high. Although Blanchflower and Oswald (2005) found in their research in Austria that their country has a high HDI index, the job satisfaction of the employees found at low level. However, Hamutoğlu et al. (2020), found that all employees in higher education institutions in Norway with a high HDI index are satisfied with their institutions. Although there are differences in the literature, it can be said that academic staff working in countries with different levels of human development find their profession valuable and are satisfied with their job. As a result, it can be accepted that the relationship between academic staff’s perceived leadership styles and job satisfaction does not differ significantly according to the level of human development.


Limitations and suggestions for future research

The current study was conducted using data obtained from primary sources. The major disadvantage of the current research is the possibly relational nature of the studies from which the data were obtained. Considering that qualitative studies are more effective in explaining the nature of leadership in HEIs, claiming that the obtained results can fully explain the causal effects would be biased. In addition, the fact that most of the studies on the academic staff’s job satisfaction levels of leadership in HEIs are correlational indicates the existence of a potential method bias.

Despite the strategies developed to access the studies to be included in the current meta-analysis, it was not possible to reach all studies. It can be explained with the fact that the full texts of some studies could not be accessed through the searched databases can be cited. Hence, some studies that are thought to contain data suitable for the current research could not be reached. Although there were no statistical results indicating publication bias, the absence of publication bias could not be guaranteed as unpublished studies were not accessible. Secondly, in this study studies reporting the correlation coefficient (r) were included in the meta-analysis. Therefore, researchers may be advised to report the findings that led to the meta-analysis, rather than providing a single conclusion. Thirdly, since the publication language of the studies included in the current research was limited to English, studies published in other languages could not be reached. Thus, most of the included studies were conducted in various states of the United States. Further meta-analysis studies should consider studies published in different languages to reveal cultural differences. Another limitation of the study is that the sample of the present study consists of studies published between 2010 and 2022. Accordingly, this limitation should be considered when generalizing the results obtained.

Due to the positive relations between the leadership in HEIs and academic staff’s job satisfaction, it may be recommended to give trainings to the faculty to improve their leadership skills within the institution. In addition, it can be suggested that scientific studies that reveal the effects that increase the job satisfaction of the academic staff should be periodically updated and measures should be taken to increase the job satisfaction within the institution. It is recommended that all findings required for inclusion of individual studies in such meta-analysis studies should be reported by the researchers. For future studies, it is recommended to conduct studies examining similar variables based on the findings of international reports that allow OECD countries to be compared in terms of education.



Theoretical implications

Theoretically, this research confirmed that the relationship between leadership in higher education and job satisfaction is positive. It has contributed to the importance of leadership styles in higher education in ensuring the job satisfaction of academic staff. It has been revealed that when academic staff are recognized, supported and rewarded by university administrators, their job satisfaction levels will tend to increase. Therefore, the leadership style of university administrators will contribute to the job satisfaction of academic staff. This research has mentioned on the importance of leadership styles adopted in higher education institutions in theory in recent years. Thus, future research will contribute to the further growth and integrative potentials of these leadership types.



Practical implications

This research provides policy makers, practitioners, and administrators with relevant information in a variety of ways. According to the findings of the research, firstly, spiritual leadership should be adopted by the academic staff in order to ensure job satisfaction. It is necessary to adopt a leadership approach that will consider the emotional, spiritual and mental needs of academic staff in higher education institutions. Thus, the learning, research and teaching climate in higher education institutions can be positively affected. Administrators in higher education should develop an academic organizational structure inspired by a new and strong culture that will meet all the needs, desires and aspirations of academic staff. Servant leadership is another leadership that academic staff should adopt to ensure job satisfaction. It may be beneficial to develop leadership training programs that listen to and care for academics’ needs and try to assist their career development. In this case, higher education institutions should try to create an open, sincere, and honest workplace in order to ensure the job satisfaction of their academic staff. A friendly academic environment enables teaching staff to make the profession an enjoyable career. Moreover, it can be suggested to raise awareness of administrators and academic staff working in higher education institutions by giving trainings on the importance of servant leadership. The findings showed that it is beneficial for academic staff to develop transformational leadership skills to increase job satisfaction. For the academic staff to be more productive and achieve high performance, the presence of more transformational leaders in the institution can be recommended. In an academic environment where the competencies of academic staff are evaluated and rewarded, academic staff who research and teach, might be highly motivated and less likely to seek new jobs. In summary, university administrators who adopt transformational leadership should create an academic environment where innovative and creative thinking abilities are encouraged and valued.

The changing leadership roles of administrators, who will increase the job satisfaction of academic staff in higher education institutions in the future, will be an indispensable and important subject of future research. This research shows that humanist leadership roles rather than traditional leadership roles are important in increasing academician job satisfaction in today’s higher education institutions. In-depth research is needed to understand the basis of these positive reactions to spiritual, servant and transformational leadership roles in higher education institutions.
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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to test the factor structure as well as the reliability of the Physical Education Teacher Job Satisfaction Scale (PETJSS).

Method: The scale’s structural validity, internal consistency and reliability were examined using CFA and Cronbach alpha. The predictive validity of the PETJSS was examined using Teacher Self-Efficacy (TSES-11) and the personal characteristics of the subjects.

Result: The three-factor structure of the PETJSS was confirmed. The PETJSS three-dimensional model had good internal consistency/reliability. The three dimensions of the PETJSS (colleague satisfaction, parent satisfaction and student behaviour satisfaction) explained 81.206% of the overall job satisfaction. Also, the PETJSS demonstrated the expected correlation with teachers’ self-efficacy, whilst the PETJSS test results were related to physical education teachers’ job titles.

Conclusion: The PETJSS (Chinese version) can be considered as a valid and reliable method.

KEYWORDS
 physical education teachers, job satisfaction, self-efficacy, PETJSS, validation


Introduction

Although job satisfaction is used in scientific research and in everyday life, there is no universally accepted definition of job satisfaction in academia (Ghazzawi, 2008). Researchers from different disciplines have different theoretical approaches and frameworks for the study of job satisfaction. For example, in the field of psychology, job satisfaction was defined as employees’ emotional responses to their work environment (Sypniewska, 2014; Yousef, 2016). Pandey and Asthana (2017) defined optimism based on employees’ desired outcomes as job satisfaction, a view that considers job satisfaction as the positive impact of job-related experiences on an individual’s (Toropova et al., 2021). In sociology, on the other hand, it was seen as a different category of variable related to how each employee evaluates and thinks about his job (Taheri et al., 2020). Job satisfaction was viewed as a result of employees’ interactions and perceptions with their workplace and surroundings (Asrar-ul-Haq et al., 2017; Pongton and Suntrayuth, 2019). Although studies have approached the phenomenon of job satisfaction in different ways, researchers agree that job satisfaction is a multidimensional concept that consists of many components (Munir and Rahman, 2016; Sinha et al., 2022).

In the literature, teacher job satisfaction was found to be positively associated with teacher turnover (Hee et al., 2019), teaching attitudes (Cunningham, 2016), positive relationships with students (Banerjee et al., 2017), and with teacher anxiety, depression (Capone and Petrillo, 2020), and job stress (Troesch and Bauer, 2017) were negatively correlated. “Satisfied” teachers contributed to improved organisational performance and demonstrated high levels of job commitment (McCarthy et al., 2014). “Satisfied” teachers had higher self-efficacy, which in turn influenced students’ academic performance (Tsai and Antoniou, 2021).

In teacher professional psychology, it is crucial to have a reliable instrument to measure teachers’ job satisfaction (Sahito and Vaisanen, 2020). This would contribute to enhancing the management and services provided to teachers in schools, reduce teacher occupational stress (Nagar, 2012) and burnout (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2017), and promote teacher job satisfaction (Akomolafe and Ogunmakin, 2014). It is therefore important to develop easy-to-apply tools for school administrators and researchers to measure teacher job satisfaction.

In order to assess teacher satisfaction quantitatively, researchers have developed a number of operationalised instruments for assessing teacher job satisfaction. Scarpello and Campbell (1983) advocated the use of single-item measures to assess job satisfaction, i.e., “How satisfied are you with your job?” They argued that individual items take up less time, were more cost-effective, and could be used to monitor satisfaction on a daily basis. However, in dynamic and complex settings, researchers rarely use single-item instruments to measure teacher job satisfaction, and most questionnaires are multidimensional or multiple. For example, Lester (1987) developed the Teacher Job Satisfaction Questionnaire (TJSQ) containing nine dimensions, which are supervision, colleagues, working conditions, pay, responsibility, work (itself), advancement, security, and recognition. Hirschfeld (2000) assessed 20 aspects of teachers’ job satisfaction through 100 items. Ho and Au (2006) developed the Teaching satisfaction scale (TSS), a five-item questionnaire that asks teachers about their perceptions of job satisfaction in a variety of ways. Pepe (2011) developed the Teacher Job Satisfaction Scale (TJSS-9), a three-dimensional, nine-item scale that includes colleague satisfaction, parent satisfaction and student behaviour satisfaction. Although research on teacher job satisfaction has been conducted for decades, scholars are also increasingly looking at the quality of teacher job satisfaction assessment instruments and their applicability to teachers of different disciplines (Chalghaf et al., 2019).

A review of the literature revealed that few studies had investigated Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers’ perceptions of their job satisfaction. To our knowledge, there was no Chinese version of a psychological measurement instrument to assess the job satisfaction of Chinese primary and secondary school PE teachers. Whereas primary and secondary school physical education teachers are the main implementers of school physical activity and health promotion for students at the basic education level, the job satisfaction of primary and secondary school physical education teachers is a topic of concern in the Chinese educational environment.

Therefore, this study aimed to find a reliable teacher job satisfaction measure to assess the job satisfaction of Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers. The TJSS-9 developed by Pepe (2011) has been cross-culturally adapted and validated with physical education teachers in Arabic-speaking countries and has obtained good internal consistent reliability/confidence, predictive validity and sensitivity validation results. Pepe’s three-dimensional theoretical model of the TJSS-9 considered the teacher-student relationship, clearly the first dimension of teacher job satisfaction, on which there is now consensus amongst researchers (Spilt et al., 2011; Addimando, 2013). A common source of job stress for teachers is their interaction with students, classroom management difficulties, which is a key factor in stress and burnout later in a teacher’s career (Veldman et al., 2013). The second dimension of the TJSS-9 is also related to the social climate in the work organisation, mainly the impact of collegiality on individual job satisfaction. Luthans (2002) suggested that this factor as the main determinant of job satisfaction. Finally, in line with current thinking on the social aspects of teachers’ work, the third dimension included in the model is satisfaction with parents. Extensive research has explored the importance of parental involvement on children’s academic performance, suggesting that families should be fully involved in the school process (Fan and Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2010). The TJSS-9 has achieved good measurement invariance in international cohorts from Netherlands, Russia, Hong Kong, China, the United States, Italy and Palestine. Chalghaf et al. (2019) applied the TJSS-9 to physical education teachers in Arabic departments and achieved good measurement invariance. The TJSS-9 has previously been validated well in a Hong Kong, China sample. However, as there are many differences between the education systems and management models in Mainland China and Hong Kong, the applicability of the TJSS-9 to the assessment of job satisfaction of physical education teachers in primary and secondary schools in China needs to be tested with an empirical sample. Therefore, the main objective of this study was to validate the psychometric properties of the Chinese version of the Physical Education Teacher Job Satisfaction Scale (PETJSS) on the basis of the three-dimensional theoretical model of the TJSS-9. The main objective of this study was to validate the psychometric properties of the Chinese version of the PETJSS and to determine the factor structure of the PETJSS and its measurement invariance in a sample of Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers.



Materials and methods


Participant

The sample consisted of 764 physical education teachers from primary and secondary schools in China. 64.92% were male and 35.08% were female. 49.74% were primary school physical education teachers, 30.37% were middle school physical education teachers, 15.71% were high school physical education teachers and 4.19% were physical education teachers from other educational institutions. Age: 46.07% were under 30 years old, 31.94% were 31–40 years old, 19.37% were 41–50 years old and 2.62% were 51–60 years old. Education level: high school/high school/secondary school and below 0.52%, college and bachelor’s degree 94.24%, master’s degree and above 5.24%. 33.51% in rural, 66.49% in urban. Years of teaching experience: 44.50% for <5 years, 24.61% for 6–10 years, 10.47% for 11–15 years, 3.14% for 16–20 years, 13.09% for 21–25 years, 3.14% for 26–30 years, and 1.05% for 30 years and above. All subjects signed an informed consent form and volunteered to participate in the survey. Questionnaires were administered electronically to all participants. Questionnaires were completed anonymously. The sample was collected from July 3, 2022 to October 26, 2022.

Ethical approval for the research protocol of this survey was obtained from the Academic Committee of the School of Physical Education, Guizhou Normal University (No. 20220630). An electronic informed consent form was set up on the first page of the questionnaire for this study. Teachers were made widely aware of the purpose and procedures of the study and were informed that the results would be made available to them upon completion of the study in summary form only, with no possibility of tracing individual teacher scores, thus ensuring anonymity and protecting the privacy of each participant. The survey was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles of the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and its subsequent amendments.



Instrument

The Teacher Job Satisfaction Scale (TJSS-9; Pepe, 2011) is a questionnaire designed to measure teacher job satisfaction and was developed specifically for use in educational settings. The TJSS-9 consists of nine items in three dimensions. The three dimensions are colleague satisfaction (three items), parent satisfaction (three items) and student behaviour satisfaction (three items). The items are coded using a five-point Likert scale for response making. The original version of the TJSS-9 was written in English. The TJSS-9 is a modified and simplified version of the initial six dimensions of 35 items. The TJSS-9 has a more robust, reliable and compact measurement model.

The Chinese version of PETJSS was completed in three steps. Firstly, two authors (W.S.J and Z.L.P) translated the English version of the TJSS-9 into Chinese and referred to the study by Chalghaf et al. (2019). Adding the definition of the environment of physical education work to the description of the work environment. Secondly, the linguistic expressions were discussed and revised collectively by two linguistics professors. Third, a pre-reading group of 10 physical education teachers was recruited to pre-reading the Chinese version of the PETJSS in order to revise the way the language was described that was deemed inappropriate. The PETJSS has a total of nine items, one dimension for every three items. The answers to the PETJSS items were coded using a five-point Likert scale. The English and Chinese descriptions of the Chinese version of the PETJSS are shown in Table 1.



TABLE 1 English and Chinese versions of PETJSS.
[image: Table1]

The Teacher Self-Efficacy Questionnaire (TSES-11), was designed to assess teachers’ self-efficacy in educational work settings (Kalkan, 2020). It was used as a means of cross-validating PETJSS scores in this study for the following main reasons: (a) Teacher self-efficacy is again a high predictor of teacher job satisfaction (Caprara et al., 2006; Kalkan, 2020). (b) The Chinese version of the questionnaire has been well used in China (Ma et al., 2019), with satisfactory results in terms of score reliability and normality of the distribution. The Cronbach alpha values and confidence intervals for the TSES-11 questionnaire scores were: α = 0.801, 95% CI [0.783, 0.809].



Statistical analysis

Stata17 and AMOS 23.0 software were used for statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the demographic characteristics of the sample, such as frequencies and percentages for categorical variables, and means and standard deviations for continuous-type variables. Assumptions related to factor analysis (e.g., normality, etc.) were checked for all variables between analyses to avoid cases of overly skewed distributions. Outliers were identified by p < 0.01. As there is no single statistical significance test to determine the correct model for a given data sample, the study recommended that the test consider the goodness of fit of multiple indicators (Lance et al., 2016). In line with this recommendation, the indicators of model fit chosen for this study were the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) to test (Bentler and Bonett, 1980). To obtain evidence of discriminant validity for the factors that comprise the instrument, this study used validated factor analysis CFA (estimation method: maximum likelihood) to assess three different models for the entire sample. The first (M1), was to build a robust baseline PETJSS model for further analysis. M1 loaded all items onto a single one-dimensional factor. Then, the fit of the two-dimensional model (M2) and the three-dimensional model (M3) was continued to be evaluated to compare the fit strengths and weaknesses of the different models through the fit metrics. To avoid the possibility of overfitting, we applied exploratory structural equation modelling ESEM for a mixed approach of EFA and CFA to assess the factorial validity of the selected optimal models (Satorra and Bentler, 2001; Li, 2016). The results of CFA and ESEM were interpreted according to the following commonly used model fit cut-off criteria: χ2/df ≤ 3, CFI > 0.90, TLI > 0.90, RMSEA <0.10 and SRMR <0.08. A good criterion for CFA and ESEM is that each latent variable factor should be >0.5, ideally >0.7 (Hair, 2009). For discriminant validity, a correlation coefficient of <0.85 between both factors was used as a criterion for validity (Kline, 2015). The internal consistency of the scale was tested using Cronbach’s α coefficient, which was >0.7 (Viladrich et al., 2017). Scale items were tested for measurement invariance based on published guidelines for building model measurement invariance (Pepe et al., 2017). After determining the validity and reliability of the PETJSS, TSES-11 scores were used to analyse its correlation with job satisfaction scores. Statistically significant correlations between PETJSS scores and TSES-11 scores imply concurrent validity.




Results


Preliminary analysis

Preliminary analysis showed that none of the items had missing, discrete or invalid values. Table 2 shows item correlations, means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis. The correlation matrix for all items showed that all items had statistically significant correlations (p < 0.01). The mean PETJSS total score for the nine items was 33.587 (SD = 5.525). The skewness and kurtosis results for the nine items of the PETJSS (Table 3) suggest that the normality assumption is invalid (Kline, 2015). Therefore, we believe that the maximum likelihood estimator (MLR) is appropriate for the CFA and ESEM (Tabachnick et al., 2007) calculations.



TABLE 2 Pearson correlation of PETJSS items.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Normality test results for PETJSS items.
[image: Table3]



Internal consistency

Table 4 lists the key indicators of internal consistency for the PETJSS. Corrected item total correlations (CITC) ranged from 0.520 to 0.813, indicating that all nine items were suitable for scale construction. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the PETJSS was 0.915, indicating that the scale is reliable (Tabachnick et al., 2007). The alpha coefficients for the items that have been removed are all above 0.80, indicating that the data are of high reliability quality and can be used for further analysis. The results of the other Cronbach alpha coefficient analyses are also presented in Table 4. The results indicated that removing an item had no significant effect on the Cronbach alpha coefficient.



TABLE 4 Corrected item correlation statistics for PETJSS items.
[image: Table4]



Factor validity

Use KMO to check for bias correlation between variables. The closer the KMO value is to 1, the stronger the biassed correlation between the variables and the better the factor analysis will be. The KMO of the questionnaire was 0.892, indicating a strong bias correlation between variables. The Bartlett’s sphericity test was used to determine whether the correlation matrix was a unitary array.

The data passed the Bartlett’s sphericity test (p < 0.05). The results of the KMO and Bartlett’s sphericity tests indicated that the questionnaire was suitable for further factorial validation. The CFA results for the initial measurement model (M1) reported poor factor validity. The one-dimensional structure of the PETJSS, whilst meeting the criterion of all factor loadings being >0.4, failed to meet most of the criteria for a good model. A two-dimensional model was then fitted to the PETJSS on its basis (M2). In M2, A1–A3 were classified as one dimension and A4–A9 as the other in terms of factor loadings. The fit metrics for M2 showed a decrease in χ2/df, an increase in CFI and TLI, and a decrease inRMSEA and SRMR. Although the fit metrics for M2 improved to some extent, they still fell short of the recommended range and the factor loadings for each of the items in M2 were above 0.4.The fitting of the three-dimensional model (M3) was then continued on the basis of M2 with factor loadings based on the three-dimensional divisions. In M3, A1–A3 were classified as one dimension, A4–A6 as one dimension and A7–A9 as one dimension in terms of factor loadings. Compared to M2, the fit indices for M3 showed a decrease in χ2/df, reaching the criterion of χ2/df < 3. CFI and TLI increased, reaching the criterion of CFI, TLI > 0.9. RMSEA and SRMR decreased, reaching the criterion of RMSEA <0.1 and SRMR <0.08. M3 showed a satisfactory fit index, indicating that it should be accepted. The three dimensions of M3 (colleague satisfaction, parent satisfaction and student behaviour satisfaction) were consistent with the three dimensional divisions of the TJSS-9, explaining 81.206% of the overall job satisfaction of primary and secondary PE teachers. The fit indices of the PETJSS model are shown in Table 5. The relationships between the items and satisfaction dimensions of M3 are reported in Figure 1.



TABLE 5 Fitting indicators for the PETJSS model.
[image: Table5]
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FIGURE 1
 PETJSSI three-dimensional model. CS, Colleague Satisfaction; SBS, Student Behaviour Satisfaction; PS, Parent Satisfaction.




Predictive validity

Table 6 presents the relationship between PETJSS scores and TSES-11 scores. Pearson correlation analysis revealed that TSES-11 scores were positively correlated (p < 0.01) with scores on all three dimensions of the PETJSS (colleague satisfaction, student behaviour satisfaction and parent satisfaction). These correlations are consistent with other previous studies exploring the relationship between job satisfaction and teacher self-efficacy (Caprara et al., 2006).



TABLE 6 Pearson correlation between PETJSS scores and TSES-11 score.
[image: Table6]

Table 7 presents the results of the multiple linear regression of PETJSS scores with physical education teachers’ gender, age, occupation, residence, years of teaching experience, educational experience and job title. The results showed that PETJSS scores were positively correlated with teachers’ job titles only (p < 0.05).



TABLE 7 Multiple linear regression results of PETJSS scores and personal characteristics of physical education teachers.
[image: Table7]




Discussion

The purpose of this study was to validate the validity of the Teacher Job Satisfaction Scale (TJSS-9) amongst Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers. The PETJSS was translated from Pepe’s TJSS-9 three-dimensional model and referenced from Chalghaf et al. (2019) by adding physical education work to the description of the work environment in the definition of environment. The findings suggest that the three-dimensional structure of the PETJSS was validated in a sample of Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers. Both ESEM and CFA were used in this study. The ESEM factors loaded well and the CFA fit indices were satisfactory. After validation, the three-dimensional model was found to have good internal consistency/reliability. The three dimensions of the PETJSS (colleague satisfaction, parent satisfaction and student behaviour satisfaction) explained 81.206% of the overall job satisfaction of primary and secondary school physical education teachers.

To our knowledge, no study to date has used a sample of Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers to validate the adaptation of the TJSS-9 in a Mandarin Chinese context. This is despite the fact that the TJSS-9 has been previously validated for measurement invariance in six countries/regions (Netherlands, United States, Russia, Hong Kong, China, Italy and Palestine) with 2,819 teachers. The validation results showed that the TJSS-9 demonstrated strong psychometric properties, with no significant differences between groups in terms of measurement invariance (Pepe et al., 2017).

The results of this study showed that job satisfaction was only related to the job title of primary and secondary school physical education teachers. That is, job title was a significant independent predictor of job satisfaction amongst primary and secondary school physical education teachers in China. Sahito and Vaisanen’s (2020) study found that job title affects teacher satisfaction in developing countries. Tolliver’s (2018) study reported that job title helps to increase primary school teachers’ job satisfaction. Aytac’s (2020) study identified that job title significantly affects job satisfaction of teachers in both public and public schools. Some previous studies have found that there may also be gender differences in teachers’ job satisfaction. In Topchyan and Woehler’s (2021) study, female teachers had slightly higher job satisfaction than males. In addition, other scholars (Sak, 2018; Magee, 2013) suggested that gender may have a direct or indirect relationship with job satisfaction. However, the results of Oshagbemi’s (2000) study supported that gender does not affect teachers’ job satisfaction. The study by Lüleci and Çoruk (2018) reported that age did not affect teachers’ job satisfaction. This study also did not find a significant effect of age on job satisfaction of physical education teachers. Whilst Crisci et al.’s (2019) study reported that age affects teachers’ job satisfaction.

This study did not find that the occupation of the teacher had an effect on the job satisfaction of physical education teachers. In contrast, some previous studies found significant differences in the levels of job satisfaction amongst primary, secondary or high school teachers. For example, Demirtas (2010) reported that primary school teachers had higher job satisfaction than secondary school or university teachers. Buyukgoze-Kavas et al. (2014) reported higher job satisfaction amongst Turkish teachers in primary and secondary schools than amongst secondary school teachers. Indhumathi (2011) conducted a study amongst teachers in a secondary school and there were significant differences in job satisfaction amongst teachers depending on their grade level. In addition, some studies had found that teachers’ self-efficacy was a significant predictor of teachers’ job satisfaction. For example, Collie et al. (2012) reported that teachers’ job satisfaction was directly related to teaching self-efficacy. This was consistent with the findings of this study. From a methodological perspective, based on the experience of developing the Chinese version of the PETJSS in this study, it is possible to derive overall and specific dimensions of PE teachers’ job satisfaction, which will help in assessing and understanding the constructs studied. The short duration of the Chinese version of the PETJSS assessment, the low burden of questions and the ease of interpretation of the scores encourage that the PETJSS can be applied to different educational settings at different stages of basic education in China. The Chinese version of the PETJSS can therefore be categorised as a short and user-friendly measure of job satisfaction, designed to make data collection as easy as possible whilst avoiding overburdening individuals working in dynamic organisations (e.g., schools).

This study also had limitations that are worth discussing. Firstly, the research design is cross-sectional. Therefore, a further interesting development would be a longitudinal follow-up of the patterns of job satisfaction across different groups of teachers. Secondly, the sample size for this study was relatively small, although it met the sample size requirement of 5–7 times the scale question size. Thirdly, the sample size of rural teachers in our sample was small. Although we attempted to compensate for sampling error by increasing the sample size, the scope for generalising our findings to a broader group of teachers remains limited. A final limitation comes from the TJSS-9 itself, a measurement model that only includes satisfaction with social relationships (colleagues, parents and students) and does not include other factors that influence job satisfaction, such as organisational culture, work climate and pay. Therefore, it is also important to refine and add to the Chinese version of the PETJSS in the future in order to obtain a complete assessment of job satisfaction amongst physical education teachers.



Conclusion

The Chinese version of the Physical Education Teacher Job Satisfaction Scale (PETJSS) is a measure of job satisfaction for physical education teachers. The scale is based on the TJSS-9 three-factor model, which analyses colleague satisfaction, parent satisfaction and student behaviour satisfaction. This study supports the sub-dimensional model of the PETJSS and demonstrates measurement invariance amongst Chinese primary and secondary school physical education teachers. In addition PETJSS demonstrated the expected correlation with the reference instrument. In conclusion, the Chinese version of the PETJSS is a valid and reliable measure.
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Introduction: In the aftermath of global pandemic of COVID-19, many sectors faced severe challenges to maintain security, health (psychological, and physical), and steer through the crisis by sup-porting the society.

Methods: Through a quantitative approach a total of 250 surveys were distributed after a pilot test. Specifically, this research gathers data from 178 (71.2% response rate) university teachers from different universities across Palestine via surveys that address the role of empowering leaders on job satisfaction among teachers. The proposed model of the re-search was analyzed using Smart-PLS and PLS-SEM technique.

Discussion and Results: The academic sector was disrupted and faced extreme changes during the pandemic, rendering teachers vulnerable and thus, role of leaders more crucial. Building on job demand-resources model, and social exchange theory, the current study examines the moderating effect of leader-member exchange (LMX) for increasing job satisfaction that can lead to enhanced overall wellbeing in the academic setting. Additionally, the mediating role of trust in leader is focused as a vital psychological element. While the results show a significantly positive effect on job satisfaction in the presence of empowering leaders, the moderating role of LMX alongside mediating impact of trust are observed. This implies that empowering leaders are highly influential in enhancing workplace for university teachers in the post-pandemic era.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

The education sector was severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic as its traditional form was changed to online classrooms. In this regard, various scholars have reported that processes of learning, interactions, and cognitive and technological aspects were influenced for both teachers and students (Cachón-Zagalaz et al., 2020; De la Fuente et al., 2021; Telyani et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022). Hence, the context of this study falls within the premises of educational psychology (within organizational psychology spectrum) that focuses on psychological factors in this sector specifically (De la Fuente et al., 2021). The pandemic forced teachers to work from home, by which several psychological issues arose, such as stress, anxiety, low engagement and motivation, work-life balance (Cachón-Zagalaz et al., 2020; Martarelli et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022). While the aforementioned issues hindered psychological wellbeing of teachers during the pandemic, this study focuses on their job satisfaction in the post-pandemic era and under a positive leadership style (i.e., empowering). Importantly, this research also emphasizes on the environment, in which trust and interactions among leaders and their followers are enhanced to increase job satisfaction for academicians. Hence, this study takes job satisfaction as an important element that can determine teachers’ wellbeing after the pandemic and aid them with an appropriate workplace to thrive and develop both personally and professionally. Accordingly, this research argues that empowering leadership is an adequate approach in the academic setting that can yield in positive outcomes for teachers, considering the high demands of their jobs that are often combined with low amount of resources (Sarwar et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022; Zaman et al., 2022).

Empowering leadership is regarded as a positive and ethical style that disregards the traditional flow of power by emphasizing on empowerment, and support, which lead to desirable outcomes for staff as well as the organization (i.e., university). This is due to the fact that such leaders can empower their followers from sociocultural (practices, interventions, and tactics for empowerment) and psychological aspects [self-determination, meaning, competence, and influence (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015)]. Therefore, these leaders are found to be a good fit for the academic setting management (e.g., Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021; Jia et al., 2022). Within the context of this study, it is important to note that empowering leaders can boost trust (Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021) among their staff due to their behavior, and motivational approach that encourages positive exchange and interactions. This lies within the premises of leader-member exchange (LMX; Zhou et al., 2021), and its moderating impact on job satisfaction of university teachers is under examination in this research. Palestine, similar to other countries, had to face the challenges of the pandemic and its education sector shifted to online learning. However, in its current status, the universities are back to their normal settings. The current research aims to contribute to the extant literature of empowering leadership by examining its effects in academic sector with the inclusion of LMX, and trust in leader as determinants of job satisfaction. There is a vivid scarcity in the literature, when it comes to the Middle East and especially, Palestinian academic sector, which is regarded as a major driver for this study. In this sense, the core aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between empowering leadership and job satisfaction. The problem arises when in certain areas (i.e., Palestine) leadership style can differ from what is appropriate in the educational setting. Notably, the conduct of this research can be beneficial for scholars as it expands the applications of theories used in this study. Furthermore, practitioners in universities can benefit from the results of this research as it highlights the importance of adequate communication among leaders and followers in academic setting. Similarly, adequate leadership style in academic setting can foster trust-building, which is highly effective in determining the work outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction). Scholars have abundantly reported the positive impacts of empowering leaders on various employee and organizational outcomes including and not limited to, job satisfaction (Atik and Celik, 2020), trust (Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021), engagement (Helland et al., 2020), motivation (Muijs and Harris, 2003), commitment (Limon, 2022), and extra-role behaviors (e.g., organizational citizenship behavior; Bogler and Anit, 2004). Such effects are highly influential in shaping individuals’ careers in long-term as they provide the necessary atmosphere for growth and development (Zhou et al., 2021).

Following what was mentioned above, this study further justifies its conduct based on the male-dominant culture that persists in the leadership domain among Eastern cultures (Zhou et al., 2021) that can have different impacts on employees in the education sector, when compared to those in Western nations. Hence, this study has the potential to expand the geographical borders of existing knowledge on empowering leadership, and the applicability of LMX, job demand-resources model, and social exchange theories. As the current study highlights the gaps related to academic sector leadership, understanding empowering leaders’ effectiveness in university settings, and the context of Palestine, it is expected that findings can contribute to theoretical understanding in the extant literature as well as providing tangible means for practitioners (i.e., university managers) to better implement leadership styles that can improve the overall performance of their staff, enhance their wellbeing, and foster an environment, where individuals can trust their leaders, and thus, perform better in their roles. As the overarching outcome, current findings can pave the way for a better learning environment for students, as their teachers are enabled to work better, and are more satisfied with their working conditions (e.g., work environment, leadership approach, and communications). In accord with what was mentioned, the gap pertaining to Palestinian academic sector and its leadership styles is addressed in this study. This highlights the purpose of the research that endeavors to provide empirical evidence from this sector in Palestine as the literature shows scarcity.

The proposed model of this research falls within the educational psychology domain and it pertains to the aforementioned theories. In this sense, the issue that is tackled in this research is that academic sector of Palestine needs to be improved and encompass leaders that actively promote positive attitudes and behaviors that yield in organizational success for universities. Notably, the positive effects on university teachers’ wellbeing and performance will inevitably translate into an atmosphere, where students can thrive and benefit their societies in the future. Additionally, this study can be beneficial for understanding leadership styles that are effective in Palestine, and thus, provide empirical evidence that suggests tangible means for university decision-makers in this context. This can be used by managers in universities at the top level to recruit and/or develop leaders in their organizations that understand and value empowerment, while focusing on psychological wellbeing of their staff through building trust, and improving communications and interactions that can improve the work environment.

The role of leaders in academic setting is highly important as they can influence the overall outcomes of the university, teachers’ psychological wellbeing, and ultimately, the environment, in which students learn to build their futures. Hence, the current research emphasizes on the vitality of having satisfied teachers that are nurtured and empowered by their leaders through high-quality communications and interactions, and a focus on trust-building. The contextualization of this model is aimed at enhancing academic setting for teachers so that they can better perform their tasks and help shape the future of the country as they are more satisfied with their jobs. The problem is that not only there is scarcity in the literature regarding Middle East and Palestine, there is a need for better understanding leadership within academia as it affects the society (e.g., having satisfied teachers can benefit students as teachers are more likely to perform better). Considering the changes during and after the pandemic that occurred in the academic sector as well as the social, political, and economic issues of the country, the current research can pave the way for future studies addressing leadership in education sector, and psychological work outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction). To achieve the aforementioned aims, the following sections highlight the theoretical setting of the study while presenting its hypotheses. This is followed by detailed explanation of research methods and procedures (i.e., design, survey development and measures, data collection, ethical considerations, and deployed analytical technique). After this stage, the proposed model of the research is analyzed and results are discussed upon. Lastly, conclusions are noted alongside theoretical and practical implications as well as limitations that hindered this study in terms of conduct, and subsequent recommendations for future studies.



Hypothesis development


Theoretical setting

To shape the hypotheses of the study, and considering its aims and scope, a number of theories are used in this study that encompass relevant elements explaining the current context. These theories are: (a) Social exchange theory, which entails reciprocation as an important element for positive work outcomes (Mahmud et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022). Within the workplace, staff are enabled to exchange knowledge and information in an adequate manner that is deployed by the leader. This has been noted as “responsible leadership” in the extant literature (see Haider et al., 2022). In this study, individuals in academic setting can have higher rate of job satisfaction as ethical and positive leaders act responsibly and therefore, significantly enhance the workplace for their staff through constructive exchanges. Sharing knowledge and expertise are key aspects of an exchange within the workplace that leaders can engage in, which subsequently, improves employees’ satisfaction. Within the context of academia, having satisfied employees is imperative as psychologically, they will be able to provide a better service (i.e., teaching) to students. (b) Job Demands-Resources model is also embedded in the current research as it encompasses both tangible and intangible aspects of work. Within the current research, it is argued that education sector is a highly demanding industry, where teachers and academic staff carry a number of responsibilities (Telyani et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022). In addition to the aforementioned demands, the resources available for universities are often scarce and/or limited. Importantly, as the pandemic shifted the workplace of education organizations into online settings, the return to office after the pandemic is yet to be adequately examined. In terms of insufficient resources, various aspects can be noted, such as low wages, lack of long-term contracts, long hours of work, and additional tasks (e.g., exams, paperwork, research). As university teachers are required to use both mental and physical resources, and factors, such as anxiety, loneliness, work-life conflict, and performance have been hindered during the pandemic, it is argued whether empowering leaders can be a facilitator of change and enhance job satisfaction by establishing trust and appropriate practices within the organization (Atik and Celik, 2020; Helland et al., 2020; Tripathi et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022). Considering the context of the current study, empowering leaders recognize the demands and resources, and strategically plan according to the limitations and capital that organization possesses.

In addition to what was noted, (c) Leader-Member exchange theory is also included in the current study as a managerial approach, in which leaders (i.e., empowering) take initiative in building and developing positive, engaging, and constructive exchanges in their relationship with employees, which establishes a nurturing environment, where information (e.g., knowledge) can be shared freely (Rehman et al., 2021). The importance of knowledge and its management within academic sector has been linked to gaining competitive advantage, developing organizational learning processes, and positive workplace outcomes. Notably, focusing on wellbeing of staff as well as providing a platform for their opinions and voices to be heard and/or implemented (where possible) can greatly improve the experience of individuals in the academic work setting (Martono et al., 2020; Rehman et al., 2021). The importance of exchanges and interactions between leaders and their followers is under examination in this research in relation to job satisfaction as a positive outcome. In this regard, the current study combines the premises of aforementioned theories to explain the current context and highlight its contributions. Following what was noted, through enhanced exchanges, leaders can create an environment where employees are encouraged to exhibit and support such behavior, which can have a positive impact on service quality that is provided to students (Yasmin et al., 2021). This states that the benefits of having satisfied employees in the academic sector can have deeper levels as it benefits the future generations in the learning environment.



Empowering leadership and job satisfaction

Empowering leadership (hereafter EL) distinguishes itself from other leadership styles, such as transactional, transformational, and inclusive (Bolin, 1989; Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; Capaldo et al., 2021). Empowering leaders tend to delegate tasks among their followers, include and involve them in decision-making processes, provide support, and increase job autonomy particularly in an academic setting, which can motivate teachers along other positive outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction; Wang and Yang, 2021). EL is noted to be comprised of competence, meaning, autonomy, and impact (Kim et al., 2018; Knezović and Musrati, 2018; Limon, 2022). In the context of university teachers and academic sector, EL manifests in a number of aspects that are namely, participation in decision-making processes (classroom management, and other school or departmental activities), professional development (opportunities perceived by teachers to grow and/or gain skills), status (perception of respect and appreciation), self-efficacy (teachers’ perception on their skillfulness and competence), autonomy (the extent of which teacher perceives control over their jobs), and impact (teachers’ perception of the level of their influence in the organization; Knezović and Musrati, 2018; Kim et al., 2018). Social exchange theory (SET; Blau, 1964) is embedded in this study as it addresses reciprocation behavior that occurs in the face of ethical, beneficial, and empowering behaviors of leaders toward university teachers (Helland et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). This theory also encompasses sharing knowledge and expertise within the workplace, which can greatly benefit employees and enhance the work environment (Rehman et al., 2021; Yasmin et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022). When knowledge is shared and managed under a responsible leadership, who advocated ethics and empowerment for their staff, it is more likely that the experience of individuals is improved and thus, the likelihood of yielding in positive outcomes is increased.

Therefore, this study assumes that by enhancing work conditions and attributes, based on empowering leaders’ characteristics, job satisfaction of university teachers can be increased as they are more motivated and engaged (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2014). When teachers are provided with an atmosphere of prosperity, support, and development that includes autonomy, and encourages impact, it is more likely that their satisfaction level rises. Consequently, this can have positive impacts on psychological wellbeing and performance of teachers (Short and Rinehart, 1992; Wu and Short, 1996; Telyani et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022). Importantly, in the current context, teachers in the university level are required to perform a number of tasks, while carrying the role of teacher. This can exhaust personal resources available to the individual especially when a crisis occurs, which can greatly change the settings in which work is routinely conducted (i.e., office). In this respect, the current study aims to contribute to the current understanding of job satisfaction among university-level teachers, which as a psychological aspect is highly influential in determining positive work and behavioral outcomes (Rehman et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022).

Similarly, the JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) also fits in the current context as it addresses physical and psychological aspects of teachers’ job that is highly demanding and can lack in adequate resources (Khawand and Zargar, 2022) particularly, in the case of Palestine due to the general short-comings of the country (e.g., economic, social, and political issues; Aboramadan, 2020). This theory encompasses availability of resources (both personal and provided by the organization) to employees to perform their tasks. In this research, it is conceptualized that autonomy and competence can be promoted for teachers that can enhance their work processes and mental resources that they need (Atik and Celik, 2020; Helland et al., 2020). In contrast, when resources are scarce and demands are high (i.e., education sector and teaching profession), negative outcomes can arise such as decreased job satisfaction, lack of motivation and engagement, burnout, and work-life conflict (e.g., Aboramadan, 2020; Dahleez and Aboramadan, 2022; Khawand and Zargar, 2022). The role of appropriate leadership (e.g., empowering, responsible, and ethical) is highly influential in improving work environment for employees considering the limitations that the organization face (i.e., during and after the pandemic), and available resources (e.g., economic, risk management and policy and change management). Recent studies have emphasized on the importance of such matters in the academic setting (e.g., Helland et al., 2020; Rehman et al., 2021; Telyani et al., 2021; Yasmin et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022), which further drives the conduct of current study, as additional empirical evidence is needed to develop the existing literature. Using the premises of JD-R model and SET, the current study emphasizes on leaders’ impact on overall improvement and development of academic workplace (i.e., university). Through empowering employees and particularly, teachers, the overall performance of the university can be improved as an overarching outcome linked to satisfied employees, who provide high-quality classes to their students.

As university teachers carry a number of responsibilities (e.g., teaching, exams, research, registration, and mentoring), provision of necessary tools and resources alongside organizational support and empowerment by their leaders become vital for their job satisfaction and performance outcomes that affect their wellbeing (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; Telyani et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2021; Jia et al., 2022; Zaman et al., 2022). Job satisfaction of teachers is considered to be an emotional state toward work that entails subjective views, and attitudes toward the job itself (Zhou et al., 2021). Following what was mentioned, this research argues that empowering leaders can negate demands through delegation and increase resources via provision of support for teachers, which can positively affect job satisfaction. In addition, EL focuses on impact and meaning for teachers, which recognizes their value in the organization and enables involvement and influence in work processes. Based on the aforementioned arguments, the following hypothesis is shaped:


Hypothesis 1: EL has a positive and direct impact on job satisfaction of university teachers.





Moderating role of LMX

The concept of LMX pertains to the relationship between leaders and their followers. This relationship is linked to the extent of which teachers, perceived interactions with leaders as close, honest, and high quality (Zhou et al., 2021). When employees perceive connectedness with their leaders, they are more likely to exhibit trust (Atik and Celik, 2020) and feel emotional attachments. This is embedded within the premises of SET as leaders can influence emotions of followers via positive, ethical, and effective communications that promotes reciprocation and trustworthiness (Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021; Zhou et al., 2021). Importantly, when employees have “good” exchanges with their leaders, they are prone to be more engaged and involved with their jobs, which can have positive outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction; Atik and Celik, 2020; Martono et al., 2020). Furthermore, to improve the academic work setting, having leaders, who engage in constructive, knowledge-based, valuable, and developmental (both personal and professional) exchanges with their followers is imperative. This is vivid in this context as considering university teachers’ knowledge, skills, and ability to manage classes requires a leadership, where opinions and voices are heard (Rehman et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022), and their psychological and physiological wellbeing is cared for (Yasmin et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022). Referring to the moderating role of LMX, the current study conceptualizes that through adequate leadership, the exchanges among leaders and teachers in university can create an atmosphere, where ideas and opinions are heard, while management endeavors to implement and optimize the workplace accordingly. Furthermore, sharing knowledge and expertise initiated by leaders can trigger reciprocity, where positive exchanges can occur across all levels and among employees following the behavior of the leader.

The current study examines the effect of social exchanges between an empowering leader and their followers in an academic setting that encompasses resources, and emotions of teachers being supported (Zhou et al., 2021). In this sense, contribution level, loyalty behavior, and respect (status) play an important role in determining the quality of exchanges between leaders and members. It is argued in this study that EL can implement high-quality interactions as it emphasizes on empowerment, support, and provision of necessary means (physical or mental support) for teachers in universities. As SET and JD-R models are linked to this context, empowering leaders can foster positivity, trust, and effectiveness in the workplace with a focus on employees’ wellbeing, which, in turn, can enhance their job satisfaction (Martono et al., 2020; Dahleez and Aboramadan, 2022).

• There are a limited number of studies that address this notion in the context of Palestinian education sector (e.g., Alkadash, 2020; Aboramadan et al., 2021). Notably, the proposed model of this research (see Figure 1) includes LMX as a moderating variable that enhances the relationship between empowering leaders and job satisfaction of their employees in university setting. In this regard, the importance of trust is also examined, which is explained in the following section. Empowering leaders enable participation for teachers in decision-making, recognize their skills and contributions to the organization, provide means for professional development, show respect to teachers, and implement their voice and ideas in work processes (Bruhn, 2006; Li and Zhang, 2016; Atik and Celik, 2020; Elkhwesky et al., 2022). Linked to the concept of LMX and SET, the behavior of empowering leaders creates bonds with their staff that are based on interactions, effective communication, and care. It is argued in this research that the aforementioned characteristics of EL are influential on job satisfaction of teachers in universities and can be further enhanced through appropriate and high-quality exchanges among followers and leaders. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is developed:


Hypothesis 2: LMX moderates the relationship between EL and job satisfaction.
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FIGURE 1
 Research model.




Mediating role of trust in leader

Trust in leader is regarded as a vital element in organizational setting as it encompasses an emotional state, where employees feel safe, cared for, and perceive ethical behavior in the conduct of their leaders (Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021). Empowering leaders can foster trust by creating an atmosphere, where teachers feel important, heard, valued, included, and supported (Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021). Employees can manage risk more effectively, show more involvement and creativity, and have more self-efficacy and job satisfaction, when the leaders empower sense of trust through their supportive behavior (McAllister, 1995; Zhang and Zhou, 2014; Javed et al., 2018; Martono et al., 2020). Trust in leader is noted to be in line with confidence, where both parties tend to maintain the trust by avoiding exploitations of vulnerabilities (Zargar et al., 2019). Leaders’ behavior is a key determinant in fostering trust within an organization (Liu et al., 2010). In this sense, the current research focuses on SET as the premise, in which ethical approach of leaders through EL will trigger trust and connectedness as it provides support and autonomy, and enables inclusion for teachers in university decision-making processes (Li et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2018). Empowering teachers psychologically can have a direct influence on their job satisfaction (Li et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2019), leading to enhanced wellbeing and performance (Zhu et al., 2019; Razeq, 2022).

Employees feel secure and engage in pragmatic behaviors, when trust exists between them and their leaders (Atik and Celik, 2020). Persistence of trust has numerous constructive impacts on the psychology of teachers, which can lead to enhanced performance (Çelik and Konan, 2021; Tripathi et al., 2021), more engagement (Zhou et al., 2021), and significant rise in job satisfaction (Short, 1998; Gkorezis, 2016; Siachou et al., 2020). Therefore, it can be interpreted that the trust in leader can better explain the relationship between leader’s behavior (i.e., empowering), and employees’ psychological outcomes toward work (i.e., job satisfaction). As a vital psychological element, trust plays a major role in organizational settings and thus, its importance cannot be neglected (Mineo, 2014; Siachou et al., 2020; Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021). A leader who uses empowerment as the core approach and takes responsibility in action to provide care for mental wellbeing of their staff can exhibit behaviors that trigger trust especially within an academic setting (Rehman et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022). This can translate into having empowering leaders within universities while conducting more examination on the subject. In the current context, trust can be nurtured by leaders’ who engage in interactions and conversations (LMX) that is directed toward benefiting the employee while sharing knowledge, policies, and ideas. This combined with overall positive behavior of the leader can trigger reciprocation (SET) through engaging in constructive and developmental exchanges that are focused on wellbeing (Yasmin et al., 2021; Haider et al., 2022). Based on the theoretical setting of the study and its aims and objectives, a hypothesis is merged:


Hypothesis 3: Trust in leader has a mediating effect on the relationship between EL and job satisfaction.






Methodology


Research approach and design

Based on the context of this research, a deductive quantitative approach is undertaken to test the hypotheses and achieve the set goals. Notably, many scholars have deployed a similar approach toward the subject as it addresses perception of employees (teachers in this case) regarding the behavior of their leaders (e.g., Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; Atik and Celik, 2020; Helland et al., 2020; De la Fuente et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2021; Limon, 2022). The hypotheses of the research are illustrated in Figure 1. A questionnaire was developed using available measures in the extant literature, and sample of questions are provided in the next section. Several universities were contacted by the first author using personal networks. It was established that empowering leadership is used in the selected universities to match the context of the study through a purposive approach. This inclusion criterion enables the researchers to ensure that participants are in fact interacting with empowering leaders. Several meetings (online and in-person) were held with department managers (i.e., deans), where information about EL was provided and upon confirmation, the university was selected for data collection. Relevant permissions were obtained from authorities in each university.



Measurements

The self-administered questionnaire for this study is designed using relevant, valid, and available scales in the extant literature of the subject. In this respect, empowering leadership as the independent variable is measured through its dimensions (i.e., competence, meaning, autonomy, and impact) using a 10-item scale. These dimensions encompass leaders’ behavior and approach as well as psychological empowerment (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015; e.g., my leader supports me in taking initiatives; my leader recognizes my contributions and skills; the work I do is meaningful; and I have influence in what happens in my department) (α > 0.7) (see Table 1). Trust in leader as a mediator was measured through organizational trust inventory (Nyhan and Herbert, 1997) using five items (e.g., I trust my leader because of his/her integrity) (α = 0.813). LMX as the moderator in the current model was measured through three questions (e.g., my leader is a person to befriend with; and I enjoy interactions and communications with my leader; Scandura and Graen, 1984; Zhou et al., 2021) (α = 0.724). Lastly, a short version of job satisfaction scale (Weiss, 2002) was used comprising five questions (e.g., my leaders’ behavior satisfies me; and I am satisfied with the organization I work with) (α = 0.765). This scale has been used to fit in the context of academia (Zhou et al., 2021). All questions are designed in a 5-item Likert scale ranging from 1 = totally disagree, to 5 = totally agree.



TABLE 1 Measurement model assessment.
[image: Table1]



Sampling procedure

Using G*power software (Faul et al., 2007), and recommendations of experts (Hair et al., 2017), the sample size was calculated at 163 with a specific criterion that meets satisfactory statistical prowess (statistical power = 85%, Min R2 = 0.10, and α = 0.01). Hence, the desired sample size should not fall below 163. A pilot test was deployed with 20 participants, where readability and validity of items were tested and found significant. Upon completion of pilot test, a total of 250 questionnaires were distributed among teachers of 6 universities across Palestine based on their willingness to participate and availability. The survey was translated into Arabic by a professional and translated back into English using a second translator to ensure accuracy of terms (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Surveys were shared via email during July 2022 and respondents were given 3 days to return their responses. Convenience sampling technique was used for gathering data from participants. To ensure ethical means of conduct, several aspects were taken into consideration, namely each participant was informed of research purposes and objectives; written consent form was provided to participants; participation was voluntary and withdrawal was made possible at any stage; no personal information was collected and confidentiality was given to participants; and original data were deleted upon computerization of responses. These measures ensured compliance with ethics while reducing the rate of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). A total of 180 surveys were returned, from which 2 were incomplete and thus, were not qualified for final analysis, leaving 178 responses for data analysis (71.2% response rate). Collinearity test was deployed, where variance inflation factor (VIF) values were below the threshold of 3, implying that common method bias (CMB) is not a concern (Kock, 2015; see Table 1).



Control variables

Demographic factors included in the survey (i.e., age, gender, and years of experience) were controlled in the analysis based on their impact on perception toward leader, job satisfaction, and trust. These measures were undertaken based on the extant literature and relevant studies in the same context (e.g., Amundsen and Martinsen, 2014; Helland et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021).



Respondents’ characteristics

As noted above, to reduce CMB and ensure confidentiality, personal/demographic variables included in the survey were age, gender, and years of experience. The results in Table 2 show that the number of women (n = 91) and men (n = 87) do not differ significantly. Moreover, majority of participants were between 30 and 35 years of age (38%) followed by 36–41 (32%), 42–47 (19%) and above 47 (11%). Notably, majority of participants had above 5 years of experience (61%), which implies their understanding, awareness, and level of know-how in the academic setting.



TABLE 2 Demographics.
[image: Table2]



Analysis and results

Smart-PLS software was used to analyze the obtained data through a specific criterion that fits the deployed analytical technique of this research (i.e., Partial Least Squares–Structural Equation Modeling; PLS-SEM). This technique is deemed appropriate for the current study as it entails latent variable, small sample size that requires statistical power, and does not concern normality of distribution in the data (Lowry and James, 2014; Hair et al., 2019). As the current study aims to investigate empowering leadership-job satisfaction relationship empirically, it is deemed appropriate that quantitative method is applied. Furthermore, to adequately analyze moderation and mediation effects of LMX and trust in leader respectively, PLS-SEM is an analytical technique that can appropriately test the hypotheses and yield in tangible results (considering the specific criteria and framework of the study).



Measurement model assessment

The results presented in Table 1 suggest that the measurement model is acceptable as reliability and validity values are within the satisfactory thresholds. In this respect, internal consistency (Rho A and α) and composite reliability (CR) are found to be above 0.7 and below 0.9, stating satisfactory values for these measures (Kroonenberg et al., 2006; Diamantopoulos et al., 2012; Dijkstra and Henseler, 2015). Additionally, outer loading are found statistically acceptance as they are above 0.708 (Hair et al., 2019). Moreover, Table 1 shows that average variance extracted (AVE) is above 0.5. This implies that convergent validity (CV; Dijkstra and Henseler, 2015) is adequate for the proposed model (Hair et al., 2017).

Table 3 shows the result of heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT), which states that discriminant validity of measurement model is adequate as it does not surpass 0.85 (Henseler et al., 2015). Combined results of Tables 1, 3 provide a satisfactory level for the measurement model, which implies it appropriateness and adequacy.



TABLE 3 Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT).
[image: Table3]



Structural model assessment

Table 4 presents the results of structural model assessment (hypothesis testing). The model meets the requirements, namely (1) normal fit index (NFI = 0.920) and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR = 0.023) are representations of a “good model fit” (Henseler et al., 2014); (2) no multicollinearity issues were noted (VIF < 3; see Table 1; Hair et al., 2019); both in-sample predictive power (R-square) and predictive relevance (Q-square) are within acceptable range of values (Henseler et al., 2009), as shown in Table 4. As it can be observed from Table 4, the direct and significantly positive impact of EL on job satisfaction is proven (β = 0.307), which provides support for the first hypothesis of the research. Similarly, the moderation effect of LMX on the EL-job satisfaction relationship is found to be statistically significant (β = 0.136). This supports the second hypothesis of the research. Lastly, mediation effect of trust in leader is also found to be significant (β = 0.144), which leads to acceptance of the third hypothesis of the research.



TABLE 4 Hypothesis testing.
[image: Table4]




Discussion

As this research focuses on the benefits of empowering leadership in an academic setting in the Middle East (i.e., Palestine), job satisfaction was analyzed as a representation of psychological wellbeing within the context of educational psychology. In addition, the moderating effect of LMX as an enhancer was analyzed in this context with a focus on the quality of interaction between empowering leaders and their followers (i.e., university teachers). Furthermore, trust in leader as a critical psychological factor was examined based on its mediating effect on the relationship between EL and job satisfaction of university teachers.

Vivid positive effects of EL were noted in the results, which shows consensus with prior studies in this context (e.g., Atik and Celik, 2020; Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021; Zhou et al., 2021; Jia et al., 2022). It was also noted in the literature that positive attributes of leaders can lead to notable positive attitudes toward the job and the organization (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015). In the same context, studies have also reported that empowering leadership is a determinant of creativity due to delegation and autonomy that is provided to employees (Short and Rinehart, 1992; Wu and Short, 1996; Atik and Celik, 2020; Dahleez and Aboramadan, 2022). This study argues that by increasing autonomy for university teachers, they are more likely to be engaged and involved with their jobs, and use new approaches or techniques to better perform their tasks. When leaders empower teachers in the university setting, job satisfaction will increase and thus, performance can be enhanced. This can further be achieved by provision of professional development programs to increase competence level of teachers. The current findings while being in line with previous findings add to the current understanding of EL in the context of Middle East and particularly, Palestine, which is understudied in terms of leadership, and its academic sector. These results are embedded within the premises of SET and JD-R (Alkadash, 2020; Helland et al., 2020; Limon, 2022) as they describe the relationship between leader and follower in academic setting that is a high-demanding sector, which in Palestine specifically, is often parallel with lack of adequate resources (Alkadash, 2020; Aboramadan et al., 2021).

Pertaining to second hypothesis of this study, moderating role of LMX was found to be significant. Inclusion of LMX (high-quality interactions and exchanges between leader and teacher) enhances the effect of EL on job satisfaction. The positive impacts of LMX have been reported in the extant literature related to leadership, organizational outcomes, and psychological wellbeing (Khawand and Zargar, 2022). Based on SET (Blau, 1964) and LMX (Gottfredson et al., 2020) theories, leaders in universities can explicitly increase job satisfaction by focusing on effective communication and informing teachers on work settings, managerial decisions, and other processes. This also is linked to empowerment of teachers by promoting participation, provision of professional development opportunities, exhibition of respect, increasing autonomy, and implementing teachers’ ideas (Kim et al., 2018; Knezović and Musrati, 2018). These results are beneficial for understanding the importance of adequate leadership in academia. Empowering leaders are found to be a good fit in this context as they can foster necessary means to motivate, empower, and meet the needs of teachers in their demanding jobs.

Referring to the third hypothesis of this research, which was supported in the data analysis (see Table 4), mediating role of trust in leader was found statistically significant in the proposed model of this research. It is important to note that the vitality of trust in leader has been noted across the literature by a considerable number of scholars (e.g., Zhang and Zhou, 2014; Javed et al., 2018; Saleem et al., 2020; Farmanesh and Zargar, 2021; Faulks et al., 2021), stating that trust carries a major role in determining satisfaction, motivation, involvement, and other positive behaviors, such as creativity and commitment (Tsang et al., 2022). As trust is tied to complex psychological processes for each individual, behavior of leader is essential in fostering an environment, where employees can perceive trustworthiness, and ethical conduct. Through trust, teachers are more likely to have higher engagement with their work, which, in turn, will enhance the classroom environment for students (Telyani et al., 2021; Khawand and Zargar, 2022; Sun et al., 2022). Therefore, it can be interpreted from current results that teachers should be empowered by their leaders in a manner that establishes trust and encourages honest, clear, and effective communications. Linked to SET, teachers will be more willing to contribute to their organizations, when they feel that they can trust their supervisors/leaders.

It is also important to note that control variables of the research (i.e., age, gender, and experience) were found to be influential in determining job satisfaction of teachers in universities. However, as these effects were controlled, further research is required to shed light upon this matter. Based on what was mentioned above, the current results contribute to both theoretical and practical domains surrounding leadership (i.e., empowering), trust in leader, and job satisfaction literature. These implications can be beneficial for scholars and managers in the Middle East and specifically Palestine. Conclusions and implications derived from current findings are presented in the following sections.



Conclusion

The results that support the conclusions and discussions of this study show that empowering leaders can explicitly improve job satisfaction of employees in an academic setting. Due to high extent of competitiveness in this sector (Muijs and Harris, 2003; Bouwmeester et al., 2021; Mayya et al., 2021), leaders’ role become more vital in maintaining an environment, where teachers can develop their professional skills while being satisfied of work settings and communications and interactions with their supervisors. With a focus on LMX and SET, empowered teachers are more likely to have their job satisfaction improved. Furthermore, characteristics of an empowering leader can manifest in an atmosphere of trust, where teachers are encouraged to show more engagement, involvement, and commitment. Therefore, the conclusions of this research can be summarized into (a) empowering leadership is an appropriate style in academic setting as it can increase job satisfaction; (b) empowering leaders can boost interactions with university teachers through LMX; and (c) by emphasizing on trust-building, job satisfaction of teachers can be better explained in the university level. The overarching outcome is improved psychological wellbeing of teachers in a job that demands their mental and physical resources. Moreover, it can be interpreted that through applying adequate leadership styles in the academic sector, students can benefit as the ultimate results. This is due to the fat that job satisfaction is a psychological factor that is a vital element for psychological wellbeing. Therefore, in the high-demanding sector of education, having satisfied teachers can greatly benefit the society by better preparing the next generation through engaging, positive, and innovative classes. Scholars can benefit from current results as the analyzed model of this study combines SET, JD-R, and LMX in terms of their premises. Notably, the enhancing effect of LMX can be beneficial for practitioners as emphasizing on developing and optimizing exchanges in the workplace can significantly improve job satisfaction of employees in university level. Furthermore, combination of the aforementioned theories can be used by scholars in different settings and using various techniques to better understand the impact of empowerment in the education sector of neighboring countries. This can further increase the benefits of current results as comparative evidence can yield in improved comprehension of the subject of leadership in academia.


Theoretical implications

The current findings showed a positive impact on job satisfaction in the presence of empowering leaders in university setting. This is linked to the context of educational psychology as well as organizational psychology as broader concepts. Importantly, SET and JD-R (Blau, 1964; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Wang et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021) models are used in this research that address interactions and reciprocations in workplace, and physical and psychological resources needed to conduct the job of a university teacher. The findings show that empowering leaders can improve psychological wellbeing of university teachers in Palestine, implying the application and appropriateness of the aforementioned theories. While SET explains how EL can generate reciprocity in a positive way that can improve performance and engagement while contributing to job satisfaction as psychological wellbeing, JD-R pertains to the importance of providing necessary means for teachers to conduct their tasks. In this respect, this study suggests that empowering leaders recognize demands and resources of university teachers’ jobs and tend to provide development opportunities and mental and professional support, and implement different techniques (e.g., human resource management initiatives) that increase competence and skill level of these individuals. As respect, and recognition are important in the Middle Eastern culture (Behery et al., 2018), current findings imply that EL through SET can be highly effective for improving academic sector by empowering teachers.

Furthermore, this study embeds the premises of LMX theory (Scandura and Graen, 1984; Zhou et al., 2021) in the current context, which pertains to the extent of which leaders engage in high-quality interactions and communications with their staff. In this respect, the findings show that although LMX is not rooted among the characteristics of EL, its inclusion can lead to higher rates of positive outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction). While some individuals can have better relationships with their leaders (Zhou et al., 2021), current findings suggest that through LMX, an empowering leader can improve job satisfaction of teachers by focusing on enhanced interactions and exchanges. The concept of this theory can also be linked to the notion of trust-building as it pertains to honest, direct, and support that can yield in positive outcomes (i.e., psychological wellbeing; Rasool et al., 2019, 2022; Zhou et al., 2020; Zaman et al., 2022). Implementation of such approaches in universities as leadership strategies of the organization can overcome the negative impacts of the pandemic (e.g., stress, anxiety, and burnout; Telyani et al., 2021), while increase resilience for the university, when facing future crises (Ojo et al., 2021).



Practical implications

First, shareholders in universities of Palestine (and Middle East region by extension) should recognize the effectiveness and adequacy of empowering leaders in education sector. By doing so, recruitment, attraction, and development of such leaders becomes a strategic plan, through which empowerment of employees at all levels turns into organizational mission. As these leaders consider different aspects of the job carried by their followers, they can improve the quality of workplace for teachers, which, in turn, can improve the learning process of their students. Secondly, deans and leaders in departments of universities should engage in healthy, positive, and honest communications with teachers and inform them of organizational decisions and processes. This will improve inclusion, involvement, and thus, job satisfaction. Thirdly, exhibition of respect and recognition of teachers’ contribution is highly important as it can create a positive attitude toward the leader and organization and develop trust. Fourthly, collaboration with HR departments in universities can lead to establishing support systems, counseling, and professional development programs that can improve teachers’ skills, wellbeing, and satisfaction. By implementing such initiatives, universities can have systems that not only benefit teachers during their work, but further prepare the organization for facing future crises as the implemented HR systems can play a major role in promoting work-life balance, and providing support both mentally and professionally (e.g., facilitating work conditions). Lastly, department deans (i.e., leaders) should hear the voice and ideas of their teachers and implement these ideas in the flow of organization. Where implementation of all ideas is not feasible, teachers should be provided with autonomy to conduct their tasks and manage their roles. Such initiatives can have both short- and long-term outcomes that benefit teachers, university as the organization, and subsequently, improve students’ learning environment.



Limitations and recommendations

Regardless of findings and achieving research objectives, there are a number of con-straining factors that hindered the process of this study. In this regard, due to complexity of human behavior, there are other theories (e.g., social learning, achievement goal theory, signaling theory, self-determination, and social cognitive theories) that are linked to the context of this research. However, the context of this study was limited to SET, JD-R and LMX theories, which provided sufficient support for its conduct. Future studies can address this limitation and combine relevant theories to provide a better understanding on the subject at hand. In addition, this study was limited by the scarcity of studies that address the Middle East and specifically, Palestine. Therefore, we suggest that scholars provide more empirical evidence from this region to yield in more knowledge and awareness regarding leadership and education sector of the Middle East. Moreover, the data collection process was conducted in a cross-sectional manner, which does not include temporal links among variables. Future studies can deploy longitudinal technique to avoid this limit and examine changes in behavior of teachers in a period of time. Similarly, quantitative nature of this research is limited in terms of generalizability, and lacks in-depth understanding of the phenomenon at hand. This can be avoided in future studies that take a qualitative approach. Last but not least, cultural elements were not examined in the current study as they fall beyond its scope. Hence, future studies can analyze how cultural and social elements can impact teachers and leadership in education sector of Palestine.
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In order to better understand the link between High-Performance Human Resource Practices (HPHRPs) and outcomes, this study examines the mediating roles of person–job fit (PJ fit) and person–organization fit (PO fit) using congruence theory. Through a survey questionnaire, data were gathered from 296 people who work at educational institutions in China. The results demonstrated that the association between HPHRPs and outcomes is mediated by both PJ fit and PO fit. We observed theoretical implications and discovered that HPHRPs are an important antecedent that builds congruence among employees' values and goals and organizational values and goals, as well as their job goals, which in turn prevents employees from experiencing stress and developing intentions to leave their workplace. The current study adds to extant literature on education and HPHRPs by identifying PJ fit and PO fit as mechanisms through which HPHRPs demonstrate their authority on employee outcomes. The managerial implications, limitations, and directions for future studies are included in detail at the end.
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Introduction

In contemporary work environments, the ability to attract, recruit, and retain talented employees are a prerequisite for a company's success. These factors also form employee perspectives, influencing their selection of an appropriate profession and employer, which are crucial for achieving a higher quality of work life (Alniacik et al., 2013). High-performance human resource practices (HPHRPs) are, for the most part, seen as an arrangement of interconnected HPHRPs intended to upgrade employees' value and execution within corporations (Messersmith et al., 2011). Most researchers have analyzed the relationship between HPHRPs and employees' work outcomes (Alqudah et al., 2022). Despite having adequate knowledge of HPHRPs, researchers still believe that there are unexplored links between HPHRPs and job outcomes that need to be explored (Hauff et al., 2022). We also need to further explore more intervening variables to better explain the HPHRPs and outcome links (Murphy et al., 2018).

Organizational behavior researchers have recently started to examine several underlying mechanisms to better understand and explain the relationships between HPHRPs and outcomes. For instance, human resource wellbeing attribution and human resource performance attribution explain the link between HPHRPs, commitment, and job strain (Van De Voorde and Beijer, 2015). Similarly, job embeddedness, the organizational climate, employee engagement, availability at work, meaningfulness, psychological experiences of safety, job demands, job resources, and public service motivation are among a few other mediating mechanisms that have been thought to explain the link between HPHRPs and job outcomes (Hauff et al., 2022). However, to date, no consideration has been given to the role of job and organizational congruence processes and the relationships between HPHRPs and outcomes.

By exploring congruence theory (Holland, 1997), we have identified gaps related to two important yet understudied mediators, person–organization fit (PO fit) and personal job fit (PJ fit). These particular mediators might provide further insights into HPHRPs and job outcomes above and beyond other mediators. Holland (1997) believed that employees desire an environment that is highly congruent with their personalities and individual values, and that this congruence leads to positive results. We believe that HPHRPs develop PO fit and PJ fit, which decrease job outcomes, specifically turnover intention (TOIs) and job stress. HPHRPs are believed to create synergy, and because of this, employees feel that the workplace is congruent with their own objectives, job requirements, and organization. This congruence ultimately leads to positive outcomes in the form of a decrease in TOIs and job stress.

The reason for considering both these variables is that we believe that HPHRPs develop congruence between an individual's beliefs and their job, as well as the organization, and both are important for reducing TOIs and job stress. Various deliberations provoked the selection of variables in the current research. The PO fit and PJ fit are viewed in relation to their outcomes by current employees in an organization (Haider et al., 2022). HRPs in the organization can improve the intensity of employees' PO and PJ fits and, as a result, can change employees' behaviors and attitudes. Previous studies reveal that work-related stress and TOIs are notably connected with HPHRPs, PO, and PJ fit (Chen et al., 2022; Pattanawit and Charoensukmongkol, 2022). In addition, job stress and TOIs are crucial for companies that have serious concerns about their performance and employees (Syed et al., 2021). Findings from previous studies show that HPHRPs can positively affect employees by improving the similarities between their job and their existing company (Mostafa, 2017).

It is pertinent to mention that PJ fit is different from PO fit (Gould-Williams and Mohamed, 2010). We have tried to propose PO fit and PJ fit due to the difference in their scopes. The former is broader in scope and entails the congruence between personal and organizational values. In contrast, the latter explains a narrow scope of congruence that encompasses similarities with job-related values. Previous research indicates that PO fit and PJ fit hinder intentions toward turnover and related work issues (Junaedi and Wulani, 2021). Therefore, this study encompasses both narrow and broader scopes of congruence as an underlying mechanism between HPHRPs and outcomes.

This research intends to address this query by evaluating the effect of PO fit and PJ fit as mediators between HPHRPs and outcomes in the current organization. This will fulfill the requirement raised by researchers to carry out a study on these two variables, PO fit (Paauwe et al., 2013) and PJ fit (Mashhadi et al., 2015), as mediators between HPHRPs and employees' approaches.

The present study will add value to the literature by describing the mediating mechanisms of PO and PJ fits in the relationship between HPHRPs and job outcomes through the lens of person–environment congruence theory (1997). It also helps the manager understand the role of HPHRPs in an organizational setting and their impact on job outcomes such as employee TOIs and stress. It provides insights into the role of PO fit and PJ fit in an organizational setting.

We contribute to the existing body of knowledge by identifying two important mediators between HPHRP-outcome relations and explaining this relationship with the help of congruence theory. This theory emphasizes the need to increase congruence among employees and their organizations and jobs to yield positive outcomes. In other words, HPHRPs give employees the feeling that their goals are congruent with organizational goals and their job. Employees who feel this alignment in values and goals are less likely to experience stress and tend to stay with the organization.



Theory and hypotheses development

The current study was conducted in accordance with person–environment congruence theory (Holland, 1997). The concept of congruence was pioneered by Parsons (1909); however, he discussed this phenomenon's social and cultural implications. Holland (1959) presented a more comprehensive view of person–environment fit, giving rise to congruence theory, which is still widely applied in psychology, business, and other domains. Holland (1997) used the word congruence to explain the level of alignment between the individual and their environment. They further explained that higher person–environment congruence or agreement leads to positive results and vice versa. In other words, congruence refers to the degree of synchronization between the individual and their occupational environments, such as their organization and job. This study, therefore, proposed that individuals always strive for a congruent environment. Individuals who achieve a congruent environment are more likely to show positive outcomes and avoid negative behaviors such as TOIs and stress.

Holland (1997) also suggested that employers attempt to create an environment that causes congruency by eliminating the individuals who do not fit in and supporting those who do. Keeping this theory in mind, we propose that the HPHRP environment, due to the use of a bundle of HR practices, increases congruence between the environment and individuals in the form of PJ fit and PO fit, which leads to a decrease in job stress and TOIs; this is because employees are more likely to stay in an environment that offers greater congruence with their personalities.


HPHRPs

The privatization/deregulation scenarios, the competitive climate, and technological advancements have forced management to recalibrate numerous HR and other management practices in the context of the rapidly changing global economy. Organizations are now required to use HPHRPs that increase competitive advantages due to environmental changes (Gurbuz, 2009). Many scholars have identified HPHRPs in the literature. HPHRPs enhance employee competency, level of expertise, and aptitude, as well as create an opportunity to improve the company's output through a knowledge-sharing environment (López et al., 2004; Wei et al., 2012). HPHRPs are also defined as a bundle of HR practices adopted by any organization to achieve positive outcomes (Beltrán-Martín and Bou-Llusar, 2018). Recent research by Posthuma et al. (2013) identified 61 HRPs being practiced as HPHRPs. Despite wide literature on HPHRPs, the literature has a dearth in respect of types of human resource practices.

The current research used five HR practices in order to measure the employee's sensitivity to HPHRPs. The practices used are the most popular while analyzing the relationship between HPHRPs and employees' job-related outcomes (Alqudah et al., 2022; Hauff et al., 2022). Furthermore, these practices are believed to be high predictors of PJ and PO fit. Thus, we considered job security, promotion, autonomy at work, training/development, and communication HRPs. Here, it is important to mention that we took them collectively and not separately because HPHRPs create synergy by combining a bundle of HR practices.

Research in the past has found that PO/PJ fit awareness has a major effect on outcomes related to work (Pattanawit and Charoensukmongkol, 2022). Additionally, according to Cable and DeRue (2002), different fit types may be examined, as they can affect various work-related outcomes differently. Few researchers have also studied PO/PJ fits jointly. Available research has examined whether employees can differentiate between various fits (Chen et al., 2022). The focal point of our study will be the effect of PO/PJ fits on work stress and the TOIs of current employees in organizations.



HPHRPs and PO fit

Our research evaluated the similarity between employees and company missions and objectives, focusing on the similarity between employee personalities and those of their employers. Schneider's (1987) ASA system clarifies how HPHRPs may influence the fit between employees and their employers. The primary reason behind this structure is that people are drawn to various sorts of companies because of their pre-passage perception of the company's core qualities and objectives. At that point, companies pick people who fit their qualities and objectives through formal and informal selection methods. In the long term, a few representatives may choose to leave because their qualities and objectives may change or no longer match those of the company. The PO fit is “progressive as well as adaptable” because people adjust to companies, and companies change after some time (Petrides and Furnham, 2001). Therefore, contracting practices are essential for assessing a person's ability to cope with the company, and different HPHRPs are instrumental in helping employees coordinate with their companies. For example, in preparing and advancing employees, work-related security, stability, and advancement impart authoritative qualities, objectives, and desires to employees, which ought to expand employees' impressions of PO fit (Akhtar et al., 2020). Two reviews assessed the association between HPHR practices and PO fit, demonstrating that employees' perceptions of HPHRPs coincided with those of companies (Uppal, 2020). Although most reviews have analyzed the impacts of PO fit on worker outcomes as a part of the HPHRP (Narayanan and Sekar, 2009). Person–environment congruence theory also claims that when the organization takes care of the employees by adopting HPHRPs for their benefit, employees start to feel that there is a high degree of congruence between them and their organization. Thus,

H1: HPHRPs is positively related to PO fit.



Mediating role of PO fit

The most extensively examined type of fit is PO fit since it has been recognized that it can significantly influence behavioral outcomes (Akhtar et al., 2020). Numerous studies have focused on how PO fit is an underlying mechanism in the link between service motivation and outcomes (Hue et al., 2022). Generally speaking, stress occurs when a person realizes that the demands of a situation exceed their capacity to deal with them (Mansoor et al., 2011). Stress inside the work environment is associated with employment stress, a heavy workload, or work-related anxiety (Kalia, 2002). Little consideration has been given to the connection between HPHRPs and work results that weaken worker wellbeing and prosperity, for example, job stress (Jensen et al., 2011). Gould-Williams and Mohammed (2021) found that HPHRPs adversely influenced work stress.

It has been suggested that occupation stress results from an absence of compatibility between representative and authoritative qualities (Edwards et al., 1990). At the end of the day, work stress, for the most part, increases when the company's qualities differ from those of the employee. This distinction creates an absence of fit, which, as a result, causes negative mental impacts (Edwards et al., 1990). However, a raised PO fit level shows the compatibility between employees and company qualities (Akhtar et al., 2020; Pattanawit and Charoensukmongkol, 2022). This compatibility makes it easy for employees to talk with their colleagues and seek their help, which will most likely cause diminished levels of occupational stress (Edwards et al., 1990).

Similarly, past research found the mediating effect of PO fit on employee behaviors (Uppal, 2020). Holland (1997) also believed that high person-organization congruence reduces negative behavior among employees. On this premise, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H2: PO fit has a negative effect on job stress.

H3: PO fit mediates the HPHRPs and job stress link.

As indicated by Lambert and Hogan (2009), TOI is more critical from a business perspective than actual employee turnover. In the event that businesses can legitimately comprehend the antecedents of TOIs, they can introduce changes that decrease these intentions. When employees leave, the company has to bear the cost of contracting and preparing different representatives (Lambert and Hogan, 2009). TOIs are less demanding to quantify and foresee than actual employee turnover (Syed et al., 2021) and are a superior indicator of administration practice.

It has been confirmed through research that HPHRPs have a negative relationship with intentions to quit (Uppal, 2020). In any case, specialists contend that the procedures through which this relationship happens remain unverifiable (Kehoe and Wright, 2013).

Employees have demonstrated a greater propensity to remain with organizations that share their interests (Schneider, 1987). Researchers have discovered that employees' intentions to leave are reduced by a better PO fit (Abdalla et al., 2018). It can be contended that HPHRPs might impact TOI indirectly through a PO fit. In this way, the company's and its employees' values will reflect their characteristics. This will strengthen the bonds between employees and both their company and their colleagues, which will decrease the chance of employees leaving (Abdalla et al., 2018).

H4: PO fit has a negative effect on TOI.

H5: PO fit mediates HPHRPs and TOI links.



HPHRPs and PJ fit

Studies in the past corroborate the fact that there is a relationship between PJ fit and employee behavior on the job (Uppal, 2020; Junaedi and Wulani, 2021). Fit plays a vital role in the attainment of business accomplishments. However, the PJ fit is a basic, critical idea for individuals with employment features. Undoubtedly, without a solid match of individuals with work requirements, HR issues like poor staff output, the number of people leaving their organization, absence from the place of duty, and some others may amplify (Mathis and Jackson, 2003).

PJ fit points out the commonalities among employees' learning, aptitudes/abilities, and employment prerequisites (Carless, 2005). The PJ fit is accomplished once a representative has the skillset commensurate with the job requirements or once employment addresses employees' issues (Kristof-Brown, 2000). The HPHRPs can play an essential role in coordinating representatives with their employment (accomplishing PJ fit) and with the company (accomplishing PO fit). Nevertheless, it cannot be anticipated that those who do not feel their work satisfies their desire to give back to society or that their employer upholds public ideals will feel a fit and, as a result, do better than other individuals (Pandey et al., 2008). Psychological contract exhibits that HRPs are genuine segments by which employees can comprehend the terms of their business (Rousseau and Greller, 1994). The demand and supply of employees and their fitness level will probably be influenced by the attributes of the companies (Akhtar et al., 2020), which are conveyed through HR practices. In addition, HRPs, for example, who select and train individuals, can coordinate the individuals with occupational prerequisites. HRPs may expand the level of PO fit and PJ fit by constantly conveying qualities, attributes, requests, and desires of the company to employees by giving assets to change or increment representatives' KSAs. In this way, we recommend that offering employees a steady arrangement of “superior” HR practices will probably cause an increase in their level of fit with their company. This is also aligned with the person–environment theory. Thus, we suggested the following hypothesis:

H6: HPHRPs are positively related to PJ fit.



Mediating role of PJ fit

Investigations of work selection decisions have additionally reported on the impact of worker improvement and reward frameworks on employment choices. Bretz and Judge (1994) observed compensation level and advancement openings as noteworthy indicators of an employment decision. Cable and Judge (1996) found that compensation strategies are unequivocally identified with work-hunt choices. After the preliminary period of employment decision and selection, socialization practice helps to create PO and PJ fits amongst beginners/companies (Den Hartog and Verburg, 2004; Uppal, 2020; Chen et al., 2022; Pattanawit and Charoensukmongkol, 2022). Companies utilize improvement and reward practices to encourage the desired behavior out of employees and strengthen the harmony between employees and their company (Boon et al., 2007). On the whole, the finding recommends that different HRPs, including hiring, training, evaluation, and remuneration procedures, can influence PJ fit. We related HPHRPs with PO/PJ fits and anticipated that the higher the arrangement of HRPs, the higher the level of PO and PJ fits.

Studies continue to demonstrate connections between PJ fit and essential work states of mind and practices (Abdalla et al., 2018). The PJ fit is one of the vital predictors of the company's success. The PJ fit is a basic yet vital idea that includes coordinating the learning, aptitudes, and capacities of individuals with the qualities of occupations. Without a strong alignment between the individual and work demands, the probability of lower worker results, higher TOIs, absence, and other HR-related issues can rises (Mathis and Jackson, 2003; Abdalla et al., 2018; Haider et al., 2021, 2022).

A worker's objectives and qualities can be aligned with the company for which they work; however, there might be a lack of cooperation between the fundamental missions and objectives of their employment and their capacities or occupation inclinations. Siegrist (1996) exhibited the model that employees might be defied with stress if their endeavors are not adequately remunerated or perceived by the company. The company can show appreciation for employees by giving an extrinsic reward, a compensation raise, or a promotion in their profession. At the end of the day, a profession that is excessively hard, and does not also match hard work with the endeavors of employees and the rewards given, is damaging for workforce morale (Siegrist et al., 1990; Siegrist, 1996). Thus, we propose the following hypotheses:

H7: PJ fit has a negative effect on job stress.

H8: PJ fit mediates HPHRPs and job stress.

The opening and rewards provided by HRPs indoctrinate the perception that employees will be rewarded for a job well done (Ramsay et al., 2000). As a response, the employees make good decisions on their own that are beneficial for the organization without being instructed to do so, are more loyal, and have a passion for their work and their organization. Thus, HRPs can influence employee behaviors through a PJ fit. Nowadays, numerous companies are increasing compensation and giving extra advantages to employees to retain them (Gumbus and Johnson, 2003). Organizations are aware that retaining employees is useful for maintaining and sustaining a competitive edge (Youndt et al., 1996; Walker, 2001). Thus, HPHRPs can enhance employee retention (Arthur, 1994). Mercer (2005) specified in his study that if employees are rewarded well, they tend to remain with the company. The top management's contribution, responsive behavior, and providing new openings can be beneficial for retaining employees (Birt et al., 2004).

Hollenbeck (1989) asserted that organizations might have to face higher TOIs from employees with lower levels of PJ fit. Employees who experience a mismatch between their skills and abilities and those expected from their occupation may intend to leave their current work to find a better alternative (Wilk and Sackett, 1996). Similarities between the worker and their work and/or company ethos lead to better performance, as the employee experiences more satisfied feelings at work, and is more likely to have company loyalty, meaning there is a reduction in the tendency to turn over (Iplik et al., 2011).

Past reviews have demonstrated that PJ fit discernments significantly affect work-related results (Pattanawit and Charoensukmongkol, 2022). An exploration by Cable and DeRue (2002) on company human resources recommends analyzing both sorts of fit, as they might be connected with various results. The PJ fit results in a reduction in TOIs (Uppal, 2020). Some research has examined both PJ fits in a similar review. These studies examined whether individual selectors differentiate between the two fits when selecting individuals (Bretz and Judge, 1994; Cable and Judge, 1996). Current research emphasizes the impact of two types of fits: work-related stress and employee intention to leave the existing organization. Thus, PJ fit acts as a mediator between HPHRPs and TOIs, such that employees who report high HPHRPs also report low TOIs because they are comfortable in their work environments.

H9: PJ fit has a negative effect on TOI.

H10: PJ fit mediates HPHRPs and TOI.




Research methodology

Following the positivistic philosophy, the quantitative approach was used to test the previously discussed hypotheses using the model proposed in Figure 1. Employees served as the units of analysis, and data were collected through a questionnaire survey of education sector employees. The study was cross-sectional. In the same way that previous research has employed it, we used convenience sampling to obtain data from the education sector (Aslam et al., 2021; Ran et al., 2021, 2022; Syed et al., 2021; Yasmin et al., 2021; Zeb et al., 2021; Idrees et al., 2022). In order to check for common method bias (CMB), we checked a single Harmon factor, whose value was 32%. It indicated that CMB was not an issue.
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FIGURE 1
 Research model.


Twenty items were used from earlier research (Den Hartog and Verburg, 2004) to measure HPHRPs. Sample items included “My institution provides excellent opportunities for personal skills development.” This measurement's Cronbach's alpha was 0.91. Four items were used to represent the PO fit developed by O'Reilly and Chatman (1986). A sample item was, “What this organization stands for is very important to me.” This measurement's Cronbach's alpha was 0.83. Four items were used to represent the PJ fit developed by Cable and Judge (1996). A sample item was, “To what degree do you think you possess the skills and abilities to perform this job?” (Cronbach's alpha is 0.80). Job stress was measured through four items introduced by Motowidlo et al. (1986). A sample item was “I almost never feel stressed at work” (Cronbach's alpha was 0.88). Four items were used to explore how the TOIs developed by Pfeffer and Jeffrey (1998). A sample item was “I would prefer another more ideal job to the one I have now” (Cronbach's alpha was 0.85).

For the identification of control variables, we conducted the one-way ANOVA test, and the result revealed that all demographic variables, i.e., gender, age, and education, had a significant effect on study variables. Therefore, we used any control variable while conducting further analysis.



Results analysis

All employees received 365 surveys. There were 296 complete surveys received (response rate: 81%). Demographics included age, gender, and education. Most respondents were below the age of 36 (80%), 71 % were male, and 58 % had a master's degree.

The means and standard deviations of all variables were determined. The study variables were correlated. Table 1 shows that the HPHRPs were negatively correlated with the TOIs (−0.52**) and job stress (−0.62**) and positively correlated with the PO fit (0.68**) and PJ fit (0.66**). TOI was positively correlated with job stress (0.65**) and negatively correlated with the PO fit (−0.68**) and PJ fit (−0.63**). Job stress negatively correlated with the PO fit (−0.66**) and the PJ fit (−0.62**). Lastly, the PO fit positively correlated with the PJ fit (0.84**). The reliability of scales was examined through Cronbach's alpha. Reliability above 0.70 was considered significant (Guriting and Ndubisi, 2006).


TABLE 1 Correlation, descriptive statistic, and reliability.
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To test the mediation effect, we employed Preacher and Hayes (2004) process technique. According to Table 2 results, H1 and HPHRPs were positively related to the PO fit. The result showed that the HPHRPs positively affect the PO fit (p = 0.000 < 0.05, β = 0.91). Thus, H1 was substantiated. Similarly, according to H6, HPHRPs were positively related to the PJ fit. The result showed that the HPHRPs positively affect PJ fit (p = 0.000 < 0.05, β = 0.87). Thus, H6 was also substantiated.


TABLE 2 Mediation analysis.
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The result showed that entering PO fit mediates HPHRPs and job stress. Because HRPs (p = 0.000, beta −0.57) negatively impacted job stress through PO fit, confidence interval values also validate the significance of the indirect effect (LL = −0.95, UL = −0.18). Thus, H2 and H3 were substantiated. The results revealed that under HPHRPs, employees' levels of PO fit increased, and their level of job stress decreased.

We found that the PO fit mediates between HPHRPs and TOIs. Because HR practices (p = 0.000, beta −0.61) negatively impacted TOI through PO fit, confidence interval values also validated the significance of the indirect effect (LL= −0.92, UL= −0.47). H4 and H5 were substantiated and the results revealed that under HPHRPs, employees' levels of PO fit increased, and their turnover intention reduced.

Results also showed that the PJ fit mediates HPHRPs and job stress. Because HPHRPs (p = 0.000, beta −45) negatively impact job stress through the PJ fit, confidence interval values also validate the significance of the indirect effect (LL = −0.77, UL = −0.09). So H7 and H8 were substantiated. Thus, the results reveal that under HPHRPs, employees' levels of PJ fit increased, and their job stress decreased.

According to the study results, the PJ fit mediates the HPHRPs and TOIs. Because HPHRPs (p = 0.000, beta −0.57) negatively impact TOI through PJ fit, confidence interval values also validate the significance of the indirect effect (LL = −84, UL = −0.34). Thus, H9 and H10 were substantiated. The results reveal that under HPHRPs, employees' levels of PJ fit increased, and their leaving intentions were reduced.



Discussion

Recognizing the need for mediators between HPHRPs and employee outcomes to be examined, our study aimed to find a link between various types of fits and HRPs. The major reason behind choosing these two mediators was that there is little existing research on the role of PJ fit and PO fit between HPHRPs and outcome relationships. The existing literature also highlighted the need to identify the mediating mechanisms of the HPWS-outcome relationship, particularly in the service industry (Murphy et al., 2018). When adopted in bundles, we believe that HR practices make employees realize that their goals align with their job and their organization. This happens mainly because adopting HR practices makes employees feel that their organization values them. The current study examined job security, promotion, autonomy at work, training/development, and communication as HR practices that collectively form a bundle. All these practices are directly beneficial for the employees. Due to their benefits, employees realize that their organization is on the same page as they are, which ultimately leads to a decrease in negative behaviors like TOI and job stress. This is also in accordance with Kooij and Boon's (2018) belief that the perception of HPWS increases congruence between employees and their organization, which results in positive outcomes.

The research sample was education sector employees. The research contributed to HRPs' literature by providing empirical evidence of the HPHRPs' effects in a new manner. The exploration added to the HRP literature by providing empirical proof of HPHRPs' recent impacts. The findings support all predictors of employee outcomes in the current study. The findings of assessing the mediating function of PO/PJ fits show that PO/PJ fits mediate HPHRPs and job outcomes (i.e., work stress/TOI) somewhat (but considerably).

Our investigation revealed a significant positive relationship between the PO fit and HPHRPs. This proves that HPHRPs share company values, goals, and aspirations with employees, energizing greater harmony between employees and groups (Boon et al., 2007). The current research has many useful findings similar to the ASA structure and past research (Boon et al., 2007). A sizeable portion, or 47.3%, of the variance in PO fit, was accounted for by HPHRPs. Takeuchi and Takeuchi (2013) stated that HPHRPs made up 28% of the difference in PO fit in Japan but reported that HPHRPs made up 29% of the change in PO fit in the Netherlands (Boon et al., 2007).

The outcomes presented in the present investigation indicate that HPHRPs shape the qualities and goals of employees, as HPHRPs caused major variations in the PO fit for employees in the Netherlands and Japan. The PO fit partially mediated the relation between HPHRPs and job stress/TOIs. Moreover, the PO fit had a similar effect on the two outcome variables. For job stress and TOIs, the change resulting from HPHRPs and the PO fit was 6 and 20%, respectively. The majority of the shift was brought about indirectly by HPHRPs via PO fit, indicating that PO fit is a crucial mediator in these links.

As far as the links between PJ fit and employee outcomes are concerned, the results are in accordance with our hypotheses and previous studies (Jin et al., 2018). With respect to PJ fit, the outcomes recommend that negative thoughts about the HR framework do not specifically make people consider leaving the association. It is also possible that such thinking influences employees' feelings of fitness with work, which is identified with their goal to quit. Similarly, it holds for the relations with job stress, which happen partially by means of PJ fit. This proposes that HRPs make it easier for employees to meet job necessities and be satisfied with their work in relation to their needs, thus diminishing their stress at work.

This investigation concentrated on PO fit, which is a popular and important fit type (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Compared to other forms of fit, PO fit has been shown to have a more solid association with employee outcomes (Kristof-Brown and Jansen, 2007). It has been discovered that a mismatch between a worker's abilities and the demands of their job leads to stress at work and intentions to quit. However, in this specific situation, other types of fit, such as PJ fit, may be significantly related to occupational stress and TOI (Chen et al., 2022; Pattanawit and Charoensukmongkol, 2022).

The findings of this study have significant practice-related ramifications. Generally speaking, achieving alignment between employees' and business values is vital if companies are motivated to improve employees' work experiences. The research demonstrated that HPHRPs, like training opportunities, elevated job security, promotion from the inside, and working independently, are compelling in this respect. Supervisors, in this way, should utilize the authoritative mission and objectives as the premise on which HPHRPs are planned. This will expand the arrangement of employee objectives and those of the association. Supervisors ought to exercise cautious thoughtfulness regarding the implementation and correspondence of HPHRPs to positively impact how employees see these practices. This will help strengthen employees' relationships with the association's way of life and reinforce their bonds with the association, which will thus make it more unlikely that they feel stressed and need to leave. Overall, this study contributed to the literature, particularly in the education sector, by identifying the ways in which TOIs and job stress can be reduced in the education sector. An important takeaway from this study is the crucial role of congruence. Employees show positive outcomes only when they think that their job and organization are aligned with them and are not moving in the opposite direction. One of the biggest lessons practitioners can take from this study is that they must adopt HPHRPs in the education sector, as it will make employees, whether they are nurses, doctors, or administrative staff, feel that their organization and jobs are in congruence with them. We can apply this concept of congruence to the whole society, especially in relationships. This means that individuals are more likely to show positive behavior when they believe they are fully aligned with others regarding goals, objectives, and much more. We tend to develop strong relationships with those who show higher congruency with us.

The discoveries of this examination ought to be interpreted in light of various constraints. For instance, the present study employed a cross-sectional design, and thus, no conclusions regarding causality can be established. For instance, it is conceivable that the degree of PO fit affects how employees see HPHRPs. Employees who successfully fit in with their organizations may have a favorable opinion of HPHRPs. Additionally, it is conceivable that individuals with low levels of work-related stress believe that their companies' opinions of them are predictable. More research with longitudinal or experimental designs is necessary to address the problem of causation. Second, common method bias may have inflated the associations since self-reported data from a single source was used. Third, it is unclear which set of procedures should be used to examine the correlation between HPHRPs and employee performance. The five practices used in the current analysis may not be an accurate representation of all HPHRPs used by companies; however, they need to be. In any event, the practices included in this analysis are among those that are most frequently used in studies linking HPHRPs and employee outcomes. Lastly, for the investigation, data were gathered from employees, and a convenience sample was utilized. Thus, the findings of the current study cannot be generalized to the current environment as a whole and are limited to the sample under consideration. Future studies might want to investigate whether the findings can be generalized across organizations and other geographical regions. Despite these limitations, our analysis confirms the significance of PJ fit and PO fits public links since the effects of HPHRPs depend on how well-employees get along with their companies. Fairness and social support have also been suggested as variables that may predict stress and turnover objectives (Leiter and Maslach, 2003). As per Leiter and Maslach (2003), employees feel distanced from the absence of value and support from their supervisors and colleagues, which, thus, may prompt negative results. Future researchers may wish to think about these relationships.



Conclusion

In conclusion, this study provided valuable insights into analyzing how HPHRPs provide beneficial results. The impact of HPHRPs as significant drivers of employee outcomes via fits among employees in the education industry was well-supported by the findings of this study. The suggested links were tested in the education sector, an understudied area where research interest is growing. Thus, the work of this study strengthened the generalizability of ideas and policies in the countries examined. This is crucial since the investigation's contributing variables will significantly impact employees everywhere (Akhtar et al., 2022; Li et al., 2022).
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Employees’ unethical pro-supervisor behavior (UPSB) is common in organizations. Existing research primarily argued that organizational identification increases this behavior, emphasizing that UPSB benefits organizations indirectly. However, it ignores that UPSB can sometimes serve the interests of the supervisor at the expense of the interests of the organization. Drawing on social identity theory and social cognitive theory, this study aims to emphasize this point by proposing that organizational identification can inhibit employees’ UPSB via the mediation of felt obligation. We also propose that perceived organizational cronyism would weaken the negative effect. Data were collected through a self-reported online questionnaire based on a three-wave research design and analyzed through hierarchical regression analyses. With a sample of 578 Chinese employees, we found support for our propositions. Implications and limitations are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Unethical pro-supervisor behavior (UPSB) refers to the type of work behavior that benefits supervisor by violating core social values, ethics, laws, or standards (Johnson and Umphress, 2019). Concealing a supervisor’s mistakes from the organization and deceiving customers to help a supervisor improve his or her performance are two examples.

Some scholars (Umphress and Bingham, 2011; Johnson and Umphress, 2019; Bryant and Merritt, 2021) argue that UPSB is a specific type of unethical pro-organization behavior (UPOB) and consider UPSB complying with the two key components of the definition of UPOB (Umphress et al., 2010; Umphress and Bingham, 2011): (1) unethical; (2) the intent to promote the effective functioning of the organization. Although Umphress and Bingham (2011) point out that the unethical behavior serving the interests of the organizational members falls into the scope of UPOB, they in fact take the members as the agency to help the organization (Cheng et al., 2021a) and have ignored that the interests of the organization and the supervisor can sometimes conflict with each other (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). Thus, other scholars claim that UPSB is not a simply specific type of UPOB because it can benefit the supervisor while harming the organization at the same time (Cheng and Lin, 2019; Mesdaghinia et al., 2019; Li et al., 2021). Mesdaghinia et al. (2019, p. 493) have directly pointed out that “…[UPSB] serves the interests of the supervisor, sometimes at the expense of the organization.” Similarly, Li et al. (2021, p. 3) argued that “UPSB focuses on its pro-supervisor aspect, yet is perceived as unethical by the larger society and might even be detrimental to the organization. For example, concealing a supervisor’s misconduct of receiving bribes for promotion helps the supervisor avoid punishment, but it violates shareholders’ and the organization’s interests.” These scholars distinguish the intent to benefit the organization and the intent to help the supervisor. It can be inferred that only when employees have the intents to help both of the supervisor and the organization, the scope of UPSB overlaps with that of UPOB. In sum, the key components of the definition of UPSB are unethical and the intent to help the supervisor, and there exists two understandings of UPSB based on whether this behavior beneficial for the organization or not.

Based on the assumption that UPSB indirectly helps the organization by helping its supervisors, some studies have explored how leadership and organization factors influence employees’ UPSB (Johnson and Umphress, 2019; Cheng et al., 2021a). Johnson and Umphress (2019) have identified organizational identification as a key antecedent of UPSB, because those who are highly identified want to benefit the organizations through promoting the effectiveness of the supervisor. However, they largely ignored UPSB benefits supervisors at the expense of the organization’s interests. We might get different findings when we consider this point.

The current study focuses on the UPSB promoting the interests of the supervisor at the expense of the organization and aims to re-examine the relationship between organizational identification and UPSB. Based on social identity theory and social cognitive theory, we propose that organizational identification might decrease UPSB harming the organization because those who are highly identified feel strongly obligated to care about the organization and to achieve its goals.

Moreover, the theories have clearly proposed that employees’ unethical behavior is conditioned by situational factors (Bandura, 1991). Perceived organizational cronyism refers to an employee’s perceptions about the supervisors favoring on employees based their personal relationships rather than performance standards (Turhan, 2014; De Clercq et al., 2021). When employees perceive there exist such phenomena in their organization, they are more willing to take pro-supervisor behaviors (e.g., Shaheen et al., 2019). Considering UPSB is a supervisor-focused behavior and can be used as a strategy to gain the favor of the supervisor (Cheng et al., 2021a), employee’s perceived organizational cronyism is likely to affect the effect of organizational identification on UPSB.

This study makes the following contributions: First, this study contributes to the literature about UPSB by providing preliminary evidence that there exist different kinds of UPSB. We find that organizational identification negatively affects UPSB harming the organization is opposite to the finding by Johnson and Umphress (2019) with the understanding that UPSB indirectly helps the organization, which illustrates the likely existence of the two kinds of UPSB based on whether this behavior beneficiary for the organization or not. Second, the study reveals a new mechanism: felt obligation, thus deepening our understanding of why organizational identification matters. Last, the study explores the moderating effects of perceived organizational cronyism on the negative influence of organizational identification on UPSB, which helps us better understand what context might breed more UPSB. Figure 1 presents the moderated mediation model underlying our research.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Framework model.




2. Theoretical background and hypotheses development


2.1. Organizational identification and UPSB

Organizational identification refers to the extent to which individuals define themselves as members of an organization (Mael and Ashforth, 1992). Individuals with a high level of organizational identification are more inclined to exhibit beneficial behaviors and contribute to the organization’s success (Haslam and Ellemers, 2005), even at the expense of others’ interests. For example, some scholars found that a high level of organizational identification could make employees engage in unethical behaviors that improve the organization’s efficiency at the expense of the customers’ interests (Umphress et al., 2010). This effect has received much empirical support (Umphress et al., 2010; Effelsberg et al., 2014; Kalshoven et al., 2016; Kong, 2016; Baur et al., 2019).

Specifically, Johnson and Umphress (2019) found that organizational identification could increase individuals’ UPSB, which in turn promotes the organization’s interests. However, their research considers UPSB as a way to indirectly help the organization and ignored the potentially harmful effect of UPSB on the organization (Mesdaghinia et al., 2019; Li et al., 2021). In an organization, it is common that there exist conflicts of interest between the supervisor and the organization (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). For example, if employees help a supervisor to cover up mistakes, the organization will lose an opportunity to correct such errors, which will ultimately result in losses for the organization. This study focuses on the aspect of UPSB that benefits supervisors but harms organizations (Mesdaghinia et al., 2019; Li et al., 2021).

According to social identity theory, with high organizational identification, employees are more inclined to define themselves based on their organizations and regard their organizations’ goals as their own (Mael and Ashforth, 1992). Such self-definition would motivate people to carry out activities that support and protect the interests of the organization (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Therefore, they are less likely to engage in behavior that could be detrimental to the interests of the organization (Tajfel and Turner, 1986). UPSB increases supervisors’ benefits at the expense of the organization. As the level of organizational identification of employees increases, employees would care more about the organizations’ benefits and behave in line with the role requirements of the organization (Hekman et al., 2009), which will make them less willing to display UPSB. Thus, we propose:


Hypothesis 1 (H1): Organizational identification negatively affects UPSB.
 



2.2. The mediating role of employees’ felt obligation

According to social identity theory, when individuals define themselves as an organizational member, the self-concept will make individuals realize a stereotypical role mode as an organizational member about “what one should think and feel, and how one should behave” (Hogg et al., 1995, p. 260; Ashforth et al., 2008). When a certain identity is salient in mind, the stereotypical role mode of this identity is more internalized into this individual, which leads this individual to better understand and undertake the obligations and responsibilities brought by this identity (e.g., Hekman et al., 2009).

In an organization, employees’ felt obligation is the belief held by individual employees that they should care for the healthy development of the organization and achieve its goals (Eisenberger et al., 2001), which reflects an employee’s understanding of the obligations that he or she should assume as a member of the organization. With the increase of employees’ organizational identification, employees increasingly regard organizational membership as the core identity to define their self-concept, which makes employees more clear about the obligations and responsibilities that organizational members need to undertake, and more clear that the obligations that organizational members need to perform are to safeguard and promote the interests of the organization, and regard the goals of the organization as their own goals. In other words, organizational identification will affect the formation of employees’ felt obligation.

When employees feel obligated to their organizations, they are motivated to achieve the group’s goals and ensure their benefits (Thompson et al., 2020; Cheng et al., 2021b). If employees fail to fulfill their obligations, they feel guilty and this threatens their self-concept (e.g., Wang et al., 2021). To avoid this sense of guilt and threat to their self-concept, individuals with high felt obligation will be more inclined to display positive attitudes toward their organizations and conduct pro-organizational behaviors (Roch et al., 2019). For example, felt obligation was found to promote organizational citizenship behavior (Thompson et al., 2020) and inhibit unethical pro-family behavior (Cheng et al., 2021b). UPSB is a type of unethical behavior that improves the interests of supervisors by harming the interests of the organization, which is contrary to the obligations that employees should fulfill as members of the organization. The stronger their obligations, the less likely they are to engage in such behavior. Therefore, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


Hypothesis 2 (H2): The negative effect of organizational identification on UPSB is mediated by employees’ felt obligation.
 



2.3. The moderating effect of perceived organizational cronyism

According to social cognitive theory, the ethical behaviors of employees are controlled by their self-regulation mechanism, which is highly contextualized—whether it is activated or not is affected by the individual’s cognition at the time and the individual’s recognition and interpretation of the situational factors (Bandura, 1991). When an employee’s intended behavior violates his/her own self standards, the employee will self-condemn the expected unethical behavior, and then control himself/herself not to conduct the behavior (Bandura, 1991). However, when employees can find adequate reasonable excuses for their unethical behaviors, their self-regulation mechanism can be dysfunctional, so that they can avoid self-condemnation when implementing unethical behaviors and conduct unethical behavior without psychological burden (Bandura, 1999).

With the increase of employees’ felt obligation, employees become more aware of their obligations to care for the organization and achieve its goals as a member of the organization (Eisenberger et al., 2001). If an employee fails to fulfill his/her obligations, he/she will feel guilty and threaten his/her self-concept (e.g., Wang et al., 2021). Therefore, employees with higher sense of obligation are more likely to recognize the destructiveness of UPSB to the organization, recognize the unethical nature of the behavior, and activate the self-regulation mechanism to inhibit the occurrence of the behavior.

Organizational cronyism refers to the phenomenon that supervisors tend to show favoritism toward certain subordinates and prioritize their interests based on the quality of personal relationships rather than performance-based standard (Turhan, 2014). When employees perceive a high level of organizational cronyism, they will believe that loyalty to leaders is the most important criterion for evaluating the worthiness of an organizational member in the eyes of their supervisors (Turhan, 2014). The general emphasis on loyalty to their direct supervisors will make employees more likely to consider UPSB as reasonable behavior to express “loyalty” in the organization (Turhan, 2014). In addition, considering supervisors are one of key factors for employees’ career success (e.g., Akkaya et al., 2022), employees might find that some employees in the organization receive benefits because they show loyalty and obedience to the supervisors, which makes employees eager to get the same preferential treatment (Shaheen et al., 2019). Taken together, when employees perceive high level of organizational cronyism, they are easier to find acceptable excuses to rationalize their UPSB and thus their self-regulation mechanism is harder to be activated by felt obligation to curb their UPSB. As a result, they are more likely to exhibit UPSB. On the contrary, when employee’s perceived organizational cronyism is of low level, people might withhold UPSB because their self-regulation mechanisms more likely to be activated by felt obligation due to the lack of enough excuses for their UPSB. Therefore, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


Hypothesis 3 (H3): Employees perceived organizational cronyism will moderate the effect of employees’ felt obligation on UPSB. Specifically, as the level of perceived organizational cronyism increases, the negative effect of employees’ felt obligation on UPSB will be weakened.
 

Furthermore, combining H2 and H3, based on social identity theory and social cognitive theory, this study argues that the mediating effect of employee’s felt obligation between organizational identification and UPSB is affected by the perceived organizational cronyism. With the increase of organizational identification, employees are more likely to form felt obligation due to the salience of the identity as organizational membership, which makes it easier for employees to identify the damage of UPSB to the organization, thus activating the self-regulation mechanism and inhibiting their own UPSB. When employees have a high level of perceived organizational cronyism, they will think that giving priority to the interests of supervisors and showing their loyalty to supervisors are universal behaviors in the organization, and thus they are more likely to think that UPSB is a reasonable “loyalty” behavior in the organization. As a result, the self-regulation mechanism activated by the sense of obligation is inhibited, so that they can exercise UPSB without psychological burden. On the contrary, when employees have a low level of perceived organizational cronyism, the self-regulation mechanism activated by employees based on felt obligation will normally play a role in inhibiting UPSB.

Combining H2 and H3, this study proposes the following hypothesis:


Hypothesis 4 (H4): Employees perceived organizational cronyism will moderate the mediating effect of employees’ felt obligation between organizational identification and UPSB. Specifically, as the level of perceived organizational cronyism increases, the negative impact of organizational identification on UPSB through employees’ felt obligation diminishes.
 




3. Participants and study design


3.1. Data collection

Since UPSB was found to be popular in many industries and organizations (Mesdaghinia et al., 2019), we intended to collect a sample of adults with full-time jobs from different industries. In this study, we collected data from a database platform1 where there are millions of online respondents from multiple industries. The quality of data collected from this platform has been demonstrated by many papers published in top-ranked journals (e.g., Huang and Sengupta, 2020; Chang et al., 2022).

To reduce common method bias, we conducted a three-wave questionnaire-based survey with a time lag of 2 weeks. We restricted the range of potential participants to adults with full-time jobs in government, enterprises, or public institutions. To avoid that one participant takes multiple surveys at one time, we required each IP address to be limited to completing the questionnaire once at every stage. In each round of the questionnaire survey, attention-check questions were added to ensure data quality.

Questionnaires were distributed to 806 employees, and 582 employees participated in three consecutive surveys. The overall employee retention rate of the three surveys was 72.21%. After deleting the questionnaires of four employees who had either responded in a perfunctory way or failed the attention check test, 578 valid questionnaires were obtained. In the final sample, men accounted for 44.6% of the total, and women for 55.4%. The sample’s average age was 29.94 years old (SD = 6.11), with 61.1% under 30 years old, 32.8% between 30 and 40 years old, and 6.1% over 40 years old. In terms of education level, 3.8% had completed general high school/technical secondary school/technical school/vocational high school, 13.1% had completed junior college, 73.9% had a bachelor’s degree, 8.7% a master’s degree, and 0.5% a doctoral degree. The average job tenure was 5.25 years (SD = 4.96), and the average tenure with the direct supervisor was 2.93 years (SD = 2.29). In terms of the type of organizations, 10.7% were government agencies, 12.3% were public institutions, 50.7% were private enterprises, 21.5% were state-owned enterprises, and 4.8% were foreign-funded enterprises.



3.2. Measures

The scales used in this study are all mature scales published in top-tier journals and widely accepted by scholars in the field of organizational behavior. The researchers followed a strict “translation and back-translation” procedure (Brislin, 1970) to translate the original English scale into Chinese.


3.2.1. Organizational identification

In this study, the six-item scale of Mael and Ashforth (1992) was used to measure organizational identification (α = 0.83).



3.2.2. Employees’ felt obligation

The seven-item scale of Eisenberger et al. (2001) was used to measure felt obligation. (α = 0.79).



3.2.3. Perceived organizational cronyism.

This study used the 15-item scale developed by Turhan (2014) to measure perceived organizational cronyism (six items measured insider preferences, five items measured paternalistic cronyism, and four items measured preferences based on reciprocal exchange relationships; α = 0.90).



3.2.4. Unethical pro-supervisor behavior

Since there is no mature scale for measuring the type of UPSB that harms the interests of the organization, this study adopted the scale of Johnson and Umphress (2019) but changed the reference from “others” to “organization” and defined supervisor as the “direct supervisor.” The scale contains six items: “Because it was necessary, I concealed information from the organization that could be damaging to my supervisor,” “Because my direct supervisor needed me to, I did not reveal to other members of the organization a mistake my supervisor made that would damage the supervisor’s reputation,” “Because it helped my supervisor, I exaggerated the truth about my supervisor’s performance to the organization,” “Because it benefited my supervisor, I withheld negative information about my supervisor’s performance from others in the organization,” “Because it helped my supervisor, I misrepresented the truth to make my supervisor look good,” and “Because my supervisor needed me to, I spoke poorly of another individual in the organization who was a problem for my supervisor”.

We conducted a pilot test to examine the reliability and validity of the scale. The questionnaire included items measuring UPSB and other concepts similar to UPSB that could show supervisor-centered behavior (e.g., supervisor-directed citizenship behavior, supervisor-directed ingratiation, and political behavior). The scale of Liao and Rupp (2005) was used to measure supervisor-directed citizenship behavior, the scale developed by Ingold et al. (2015) was used to measure supervisor-directed ingratiation, and the scale developed by Gabriel et al. (2018) was used to measure political behavior. Results of the pilot study including 200 employees showed that the internal consistency coefficient α of the UPSB scale was 0.92 and this scale had good discriminant validity with other similar constructs. Full results could be obtained from the authors.



3.2.5. Control variables

As the job tenure and the tenure with the direct supervisor could affect employees’ cognition and attitude toward the organization and supervisor, the research took the two as control variables. Gender, age, educational background, and organization type were also taken as control variables.





4. Results


4.1. Confirmatory factor analysis

This study used Mplus 8.0 to conduct the confirmatory factor analysis. The details of the analysis results are summarized in Table 1. As perceived organizational cronyism is a three-dimensional structure, we created parcels based on these subdimensions (Little et al., 2002). The results of the analysis show that compared with other competitive models, the four-factor model has the best fit (χ2 = 514.26; DF = 201; χ2/DF = 2.56; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.05; SRMR = 0.05). This indicates good discriminant validity among these four variables.



TABLE 1 Results of the confirmatory factor analysis.
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4.2. Descriptive analysis

The mean, standard deviation, and correlation coefficients of all the study’s variables are shown in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Variable mean, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient.
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4.3. Convergent and discriminant validity

We checked the convergent and discriminant validity among constructs. Given that all average variance extracted (AVE) values were bigger than the squared correlation between a specific variable and any other variables (see Table 2), and most of AVE were bigger than 0.5, the measurement model had acceptable convergent validity and discriminant validity.



4.4. Hypothesis tests


4.4.1. The negative influence of organizational identification on UPSB

After controlling employees’ age, gender, educational background, job tenure, tenure with the direct supervisor, and organization type, we took organizational identification as the independent variable and UPSB as the dependent variable to conduct a hierarchical regression. Table 3 summarizes the results. Model 4 shows that organizational identification has a significant negative effect on UPSB (B = –0.12; p = 0.006 < 0.01). Therefore, H1 is supported.



TABLE 3 The test of the mediating effect of employees’ felt obligation by causal stepwise regression.
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4.4.2. The mediating effect of employees’ felt obligation

To test the mediating effect of employees’ felt obligation, we used Baron and Kenny’s (1986) method. The results are summarized in Table 3. Model 2 shows that the independent variable organizational identification has a significant positive effect on the mediating variable felt obligation (B = 0.46; p = 0.000 < 0.001). Model 5 shows that employees’ felt obligation has a significant negative effect on UPSB (B = –0.30; p = 0.000 < 0.001), and the effect of organizational identification on UPSB is not significant (B = 0.02, p = 0.640 > 0.05). We also employed bootstrapping methods to retest the mediating effect. Results reveal there is a nonsignificant direct effect, B = 0.03, 95%CI = [−0.101,0.165], and a significant indirect effect, B = –0.21, 95%CI = [−0.288, −0.126]. Therefore, felt obligation fully mediate the relationship between organizational identification and UPSB. Thus, H2 is supported.



4.4.3. The moderating effect of perceived organizational cronyism

Next, we used hierarchical regression to test the moderating effect of perceived organizational cronyism. Before entering the variables into the regressions, we centralized the mediating variable felt obligation, and the moderating variable perceived organizational cronyism. After controlling age, gender, and other variables, the results are summarized in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Moderating effect of organizational cronyism.
[image: Table4]

Model 4 in Table 4 shows that the interaction term of felt obligation and perceived organizational cronyism has a significant positive effect on UPSB (B = 0.15; p = 0.000 < 0.001). We then calculated simple effects to better illustrate the moderating effect. The results are shown in Figure 2. The negative effect of felt obligation on UPSB is nonsignificant when employees perceive a high level of organizational cronyism (B = –0.13; SE = 0.07; 95% CI = [−0.279, 0.01]), and significant when employees perceive a low level of organizational cronyism (B = –0.56; SE = 0.10; 95% CI = [−0.766, −0.359]). Hence, H3 is supported.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The moderating effect of perceived organizational cronyism.




4.4.4. The moderated mediation effect

To test H4, based on the macro-process model 14 of SPSS, the bootstrapping method (5,000 replications) is used to test the second stage moderated mediation. The results show that when employees perceive a high level of organizational cronyism, the indirect effect of organizational identification on UPSB is not significant (indirect effect = −0.07; SE = 0.04; 95% CI = [−0.155, 0.013]). When employees perceive a low level of organizational cronyism, the indirect effect of organizational identification on UPSB is significant (indirect effect = −0.26; SE = 0.06; 95% CI = [−0.384, −0.136]). In addition, the index of moderated mediation is 0.09 (SE = 0.03; 95% CI = [0.030, 0.162]). Thus, H4 is supported.





5. Discussion

In the current study, based on social identity theory, we proposed a moderated mediation model linking organizational identification and UPSB. Based on a three-wave design, we found a negative association between these two variables. Besides, we showed the mediation effect of felt obligation and the moderation effects of perceived organizational cronyism. These results carry important implications.


5.1. Theoretical implications, and contributions

First of all, this study re-examines the influence of organizational identification on UPSB and finds a negative association between organizational identification on UPSB, which is different from previous studies (Johnson and Umphress, 2019). This finding showed that previous studies ignored an important point: UPSB might harm organizations. These studies examined the influence on UPSB by merely emphasizing that UPSB could indirectly promote organizational interests by helping leaders (Johnson and Umphress, 2019; Bryant and Merritt, 2021). This study shows that the research about UPSB is incomplete if it ignored the damage UPSB might have on an organization when exploring the influence of employees’ relationships with the organization on the UPSB. In addition, this study contributes to the UPSB literature by providing preliminary evidence that there exist different types of UPSB based on whether this behavior beneficial for the organization or not.

Second, the study reveals the mediating effect of felt obligation. So far, this is the first study to reveal the mechanism through which organizational identification influences UPSB. This study adds to the literature, and found that identification might increase people’s obligation to their organizations, which would inhibit UPSB. This study deepens our understanding of why organizational identification could reduce UPSB.

Last, this study reveals the boundary conditions of organizational identification affecting UPSB. We found that perceived organizational cronyism could buffer the effect of organizational identification. These results showed that UPSB is a person-in-situation phenomenon. That is, while people would make decisions based on their identification and felt obligations, their final behavior was still influenced by their perceptions about the situation, which is in line with the prior research that employees’ behavior is highly influenced by the situation (e.g., Haider et al., 2022).



5.2. Practical implications

This study has the following implications for management practice. First, organizations need to be aware of the positive effect of organizational identification and guide employees to establish the correct value orientation. Organizations could make it clear to managers that employees’ organizational identification can increase their felt obligation to care for the organization, and thus reduce non-ethical behaviors for supervisors that disregard the interests of the organization. Managers should utilize the positive side of organizational identification, make employees take their organization to heart, always take the interests of the organization into account, and emphasize the overall interests of the organization as a priority.

Second, organizations should create a favorable working environment and stick to meritocracy and oppose favoritism. This study reveals that in organizations where nepotism is prevalent, employees are more likely to engage in unethical supervisor-centered behavior. As managers are key to creating working environment (e.g., Tanveer et al., 2013; Jiang et al., 2022), managers should adhere to the principle of merit-based selection, explore, and select excellent talents with objective ability, and rationally allocate and use these talents. This requires managers to not judge employees according to their likes and dislikes, close relationships, or personal grudges, and to not encourage cliques. Instead, managers should realistically evaluate the ability and potential of each employee. When a healthy and harmonious atmosphere is created in the organization and unethical ways of selecting and employing people are eliminated, organizations are in a better position to promote cohesion, creativity, and increase effectiveness.



5.3. Limitations and future directions

Although this paper makes a theoretical contribution to the field of UPSB research and has implications for management practice, there are a few limitations, which might encourage further improvement and the development of related research in this field.

First, this study focuses on UPSB that causes harm to an organization and ignores UPSB that indirectly benefits an organization. Future research could systematically theorize the two types of UPSB, create corresponding scales of them and investigate the different effects of various antecedents on them to advance our understanding of their conceptual scopes.

Second, while the study investigated the role of perceptions of situation in the process of displaying UPSB, it did not investigate the boundary conditions at an organizational and team level. Cross-level research could extend our understandings of the causes of UPSB at the organizational and team levels. To fill this gap in the literature, we encourage future research on the antecedents and boundary effects at the organizational and team levels.

Third, this study did not consider the differences of employees from various generations. For example, as employees of Generation Z born in the Internet age are natives of self-motivators (Dobrowolski et al., 2022), they may exhibit different tendencies for UPSB compared with other generations. Thus, future research can explore how different generations exhibit different tendencies to exhibit UPSB.

Last, this study was primarily conducted in China. Previous research has found that in East Asian countries that value harmony, leaders are placed at more importance places than organizations (Turhan, 2014). Our hypotheses have been verified in Chinese organizations, but more research needs to be conducted on whether the same conclusion can be drawn in the West.
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All countries in the world are currently trying to implement educational reform, which increases the additional workload of teachers. It is more important to discuss how to inspire teachers’ enthusiasm for educational reform from the perspective of organizational support (OS). Previous research on OS was limited to perceived organizational support (POS), but in recent years group-level OS has been considered the most promising. There is no study comparing POS and group-level OS in education, and therefore this study explored the relationships between OS, job engagement (JE) and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) in an educational context. In particular, OS was examined at the individual-level (POS) and the aggregated group-level (school organizational support, SOS). Analysis was performed using structural equation modeling (SEM) at both single and multiple levels. SEM results showed direct and positive relationships of individual-level POS with both JE and OCB. Moreover, JE is directly and positively related to OCB and plays the partial mediating role of the indirect and positive impact of POS on OCB. Multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) analysis revealed direct and positive relationships of SOS with teachers’ JE, which was directly and positively related to their OCB. While SOS had no significant positive relationship with OCB, it did have a positive impact on OCB through the mediation of JE. Comparison between SEM and MSEM results revealed the change in effect of OS on OCB from significant to insignificant, thus implying full mediation effect of JE when SOS is considered.

KEYWORDS
 job engagement, organizational citizenship behavior, school organizational support, structural equation modeling, multilevel structural equation modeling


Introduction

Countries around the world have been introducing and implementing educational reforms at different levels, with Taiwan being no exception. Curriculum amendments and increased use of educational technology not only pose challenges but also add extra workload to front-line teachers. In face of these professional challenges and work pressure, teachers of today have to be more resourceful and work even harder. Needless to say, educational reforms bring changes in the school organization. Hence, relevant organizational theories can be used as a reference for schools to comprehend, absorb, and adapt to these changes. In particular, the organizational support theory (OST) provides a mechanism for understanding the mutual commitment between organization members and the organization. Drawing on Blau’s social exchange theory and Gouldner’s norm of reciprocity, OST holds that members when given positive resources and attention would have their socio-emotional needs satisfied and hence feel obligated to help the organization reach its goals (Caesens and Stinglhamber, 2020). In Taiwan, the education system promises and provides sufficient job security to elementary school teachers; yet, motivations and incentives seem to be lacking. Organizational atmosphere of the school plays a critical role in motivating teachers to take up more duties and make extra efforts. On the basis of OST, this study aims to explore how school organizations can inspire teachers to have a stronger zeal for education and motivate them to contribute to educational reforms with concerted efforts.

Prior empirical research on OST has mainly analyzed and discussed its central psychological construct, perceived organizational support (POS; Baran et al., 2012). POS refers to the degree to which employees believe their work organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Syahril et al. (2022) stated that POS is defined as members’ perception of the degree to which the organization provides support to the employees and the degree to which the organization is prepared to give assistance when needed. Findings from meta-analysis studies have revealed that POS is positively related to positive orientation toward the organization and affective organizational commitment, job performance and organizational citizenship behavior, subjective well-being in terms of job satisfaction and self-efficacy, organization-based self-esteem, and work-family balance (Aselage and Eisenberger, 2003; Kurtessis et al., 2017). With POS, employees feel obligated to reciprocate the organization’s support, more committed to the organization, and a greater desire to help the organization to succeed. In the post-COVID-19 era, how to improve employee performance to assist organizational development is an important topic. POS has a greater impact on employees’ work performance under COVID-19 (To and Huang, 2022), which shows its important research value. The study of Bernarto et al. (2020) also pointed out that teachers’ POS has a positive impact on job satisfaction and life satisfaction. Furthermore, POS appears to have stronger positive outcomes in Eastern cultures than in Western cultures (Eisenberger et al., 2020). Therefore, for Taiwanese teachers, POS is an indispensable and important assistance in the educational environment under the post-COVID-19 era.

In recent years, advances in multilevel research methods have led to breakthroughs in analytical approaches. Through data analytics, individual-level variables that used to reflect individual employee’s behavior or perception of the organization can now be aggregated as group/organization-level variables. Hence, concepts previously of individual levels, such as POS, can now be examined variables at the group or organization level, such as collective commitment (Raineri, 2017; Bal and Boehm, 2019) and group-level organizational citizenship behavior (Choi and Sy, 2010; Bakar and McCann, 2016). Such approach not only expands traditional research but is also becoming a new trend in organizational research. Especially in the POS, the studies in recent years have begun to examine the influence of group/organizational-level perceptions of organizational support, which has surpassed almost all individual-level POS; group-level organizational support (OS) is more regarded as the most promising field of recent research (Eisenberger et al., 2020). For example, Wang et al. (2011) found that increases in benevolence and decreases in authority in CEO communications were associated with managers’ positive attitudes at group-level OS. Berson et al. (2008) also found that group-level OS was positively correlated with CEO benevolent values and was also positively correlated with employee satisfaction. Wallace et al. (2006) found that group-level OS led to an enhanced organizational safety climate that would contribute to the reduction of accidents. González-Romá et al. (2009) found that group-level OS was positively correlated with team performance. These findings suggest that instructing leaders to convey positive appraisals of the contributions of their employees as a whole and the groups within them may broadly improve employees’ positive attitudes, performance, and well-being. Take the case of POS of teachers in schools for example. On one hand, it reflects individual teacher’s perception of the principal or the school as a whole; on the other hand, teachers of the same school work under the same principal or organization and theoretically should have similar perception. That is to say, there should be greater homogeneity in POS of teachers serving the same school. Therefore, aggregating the POS at the individual level of teachers from the same school into group-level OS can broaden the original POS research framework. Specifically, this approach is the major focus of the present study.

As mentioned above, POS is closely related to many positive organizational behaviors or mentalities. On the basis of positive psychology, job engagement (JE) is an emerging research topic that has attracted much attention. Also known as job engagement and employee engagement, JE refers to an individual’s willingness to invest positive cognitive, emotional, and physical energies into their work roles and to dedicate persistence and resilience in pursuing task performance (Christian et al., 2011). Of note is that while JE and similar concepts such as organizational commitment and job involvement are all related to identification and engagement in organizational work roles, JE puts greater emphasis on occupational health psychology or work-related well-being of employees (Bakker et al., 2008). Rich et al. (2010) reported the positive relationships of JE with task performance and organization citizenship behavior (OCB), highlighting the positive impact of job engagement on job performance. Contemporary education environment not only requires teachers to perform well in their teaching role, but also attaches great importance to their educational zeal and professionalism. Hence, JE as an antecedent of job performance and its related impacts are also topics that merit examination.

Moreover, organization citizenship behavior (OCB) is also an important aspect of employee performance worthy of investigation. Organ (1988) defines OCB as “individual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the organization.” According to Kim and Park (2022), the behaviors demanded by organizations today are not only in-role behaviors, doing the work as stated in the job description, but also extra-role behaviors, that is, contributing additional roles to accomplish the work of the organization. The OST theory offers a clear explanation for the psychological mechanism behind employees’ OCB. Specifically, POS reveals the employees’ view of how much their organization values their contribution and cares about their well-being (Eisenberger et al., 1986). In accord with the principles of social exchange and the norm of reciprocity, employees perceiving organizational support in the form of concern, appreciation, and affirmation tend to give in return more positive feedback and better performance, displaying OCBs (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). Kurtessis et al. (2017) meta-analysis found that POS was positively correlated with in-role performance, OCB directed toward the organization and toward individuals. Such an outcome could be expected given OST’s assertion that POS would lead to a perceived obligation to help the organization achieve its goals and also would raise the expectation that performance will be rewarded. The meta-analysis also found that POS was more strongly correlated with OCB directed toward the organization than with OCB toward individuals (Eisenberger et al., 2020). Emerging education model expects teachers to break through the stereotypes of textbook teaching, using diverse means and manners to promote students’ learning progress and achieve educational goals. Inevitably, teachers would have to make extra effort and take on roles beyond the job description. Hence, exploring how to enhance OCB among teachers through group-level school organizational support (SOS) would be of significance to current organizational research in education.

In addition to OCBs, reciprocation of POS can also be seen in employees’ affective organizational commitment and job performance (Eisenberger et al., 2001). Research on organizational behavior has discovered that job engagement, job involvement, and organizational commitment are empirically distinct constructs, reflecting different aspects of work attachment (Hallberg and Schaufeli, 2006). Meta-analytic results showed that moderate positive correlation with POS and job involvement (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). In view of this finding, the present research postulates that POS would also have a positive impact on JE.

In this study, POS of individual elementary school teachers in Taiwan are aggregated into a group-level variable, namely SOS, in the multilevel research framework to examine its impact on JE and OCB. Constrained by laws and regulations, public elementary schools in Taiwan cannot directly provide monetary incentives, such as bonus or salary rise, to teachers to motivate better job performance. Hence, exploring the contribution of organizational support from school to enhancement in teachers’ performance should be of relevance and significance. As mentioned above, the school is an educational organization and POS of teachers serving in the same school should be of higher consistency. Providing organizational support to teachers can enhance overall job engagement and increase OCBs among the staff, thus contributing to better educational achievement. With such presumption, this study aims to investigate in depth the relationships between SOS, JE, and OCB.



Literature


Perceived organizational support

Perceived organizational support (POS) is an important concept that explains the social exchange relationship between the organization and employees and the principle of reciprocity (Settoon et al., 1996). This concept helps explain the relationships as well as cognitive and emotional processes within the organization (Dulac et al., 2008). According to the definition of Eisenberger et al. (1986), POS is indicative of an individual member’s perception of the organization as a whole, how much the organization values the member’s contribution and how important the member is to the organization.

To date, individual-level POS has been found to have positive association with desirable workplace outcomes including high performance, high commitment, and low deviance (Harris and Kacmar, 2018) and interactive effects on affective commitment to the organization (Casimir et al., 2014; Gaudet and Tremblay, 2017). Moreover, while POS enhances job satisfaction (Cullen et al., 2014), it reduces turnover intention (Wayne et al., 1997; Ekrot et al., 2018). Related studies in the field of education obtained similar findings. Affective commitment and job satisfaction of physical educators are found to be positively related to their POS (Richards et al., 2020), while relationship and task conflicts at workplace are negatively related to POS of Belgian teachers (Caesens et al., 2019).

On the other hand, common views or shared perceptions of individual members of an organization can be aggregated into a general appraisal of the work climate, reflecting the overall impression about an organization (James and James, 1989). This perspective justifies the aggregation of individual-level POS into group-level OS, and such approach has been adopted by some recent studies. For instance, Li et al. (2017) aggregated individual-level POS to reflect the organizational support climate. Their study with cross-level design reported the double-edged moderating effect, highlighting that organizational support may not always have uniformly positive effects on affiliative OCB. Moreover, the multilevel analysis conducted by Chang et al. (2020) also found positive relationship between group-level OS and work performance of physical education teachers.

It is worth noting that the above-mentioned studies all measured group-level OS using the scale developed by Eisenberger et al. (1986). Hence, the nature of the aggregated group-level variable should be relatively uniform and consistent. Nevertheless, compared with stable results obtained using individual-level POS, the effects of group-level OS remain to be further clarified.



Job engagement

Job engagement (JE) is defined as an individual’s willingness to invest positive cognitive, emotional, and physical energies into their work roles and is an important predictor of work performance (Christian et al., 2011). Consequences of high JE include happiness and job satisfaction rather than pressure from excessive work involvement or commitment (Rich et al., 2010). Hence, the concept of JE is an important topic in current research on positive organizational behavior.

Not only does JE inspire new insights in workplace psychology and behavior, its positive impact on work-related attitude and organizational conduct has also been proved in related research. Shantz et al. (2016) found that higher JE will reduce turnover intentions and deviant behaviors directed toward the organization, and such negative relationship is moderated by POS. Karanika-Murray et al. (2015) also found evidence on the mediating role of JE on job satisfaction enhanced by organizational identification. As mentioned above, Chang et al. (2014) reported positive relationship between POS and work performance. Li et al. (2012) evidenced that enhancement in job performance was mediated by job engagement.

Similar findings were obtained in studies conducted in the field of education. Job engagement was found to play a mediating role in the positive association between a supportive school climate and enhancement in knowledge creation practices of career and technical education teachers in the United States (Song et al., 2013). In the Netherlands, job engagement was also found to be positively related to job performance of starting teachers (Bakker and Bal, 2010) and OCB of secondary school teachers (Runhaar et al., 2013). Taken together, current findings evidenced the positive relationship of JE with work behaviors and attitudes in work environment of different fields.



Organizational citizenship behavior

Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), as defined by Organ (1988), refers to the discretionary behavior of an individual, neither defined by a job description nor recognized by the formal reward system, but in aggregate would be beneficial to organizational operations and performance. Such organizational construct is alternatively called extra-role behavior or contextual performance. While OCB can be manifested in many forms, there are several dimensions commonly adopted in related studies (Bragger et al., 2005; Somech and Ron, 2007). The five common dimensions are (1) altruism, voluntary assistance offered to fellow members on organizationally relevant tasks; (2) conscientiousness, acts that go beyond the minimal role requirements of the organization; (3) sportsmanship, willingness to tolerate inevitable inconveniences and less-than-ideal situations without complaining; (4) courtesy, preventing work-related problems with others; and (5) civic virtue, responsive, constructive involvement in the life of the organization.

Reforms and innovations in education have changed and expanded the traditional roles and responsibilities of teachers. Besides teaching, teachers are expected to take on additional duties and perform further tasks beneficial to both students and the school. Somech and Ron (2007) pointed out that the success of schools fundamentally depends on teachers’ willingness to go above and beyond the call of duty. That is, the responsibility of teachers is not only limited to the fixed and regular teaching duties, but should also involve assisting and promoting school development. The call for teachers to perform beneficial acts reveals the importance of OCB to both management and improvement of school.

Related studies on OCB of teachers reveal not only its close association with their job satisfaction and work efficacy (Jimmieson et al., 2010), but also its positive impact on enhancing students’ performance and quality of life as well as improving school image (Oplatka, 2009). As highlighted by Bogler and Somech (2004), OCB provides the organization with additional resources and eliminates the need for expensive formal mechanisms otherwise crucial to successful restructuring processes. In view of OCB as the key to organizational success, research on OCB of teachers has received considerable attention in the field of education.



Theoretical model

This study proposes a multilevel theoretical model for the relationships between group-level SOS, individual-level JE, and individual-level OCB. As illustrated in Figure 1, POS is not only an antecedent of both JE and OCB, but also has a positive impact on OCB through the mediation of JE. Of note is that POS, as the predictive variable, is analyzed at both individual teachers’ level and the aggregated school’s level. Not only can comparison between the two levels be made, results obtained can also bring new insight as related research using such approach is relatively scarce.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model.




SOS and individual-level OCB

This study used OST as the theoretical basis for examining POS. According to social exchange principles and norm of reciprocity, members perceiving support from the organization they belong will exhibit OCB in return. As the employees, when they are supported by the organization, they have an obligation to give back with their positive behavior. According to OST theory, if the employees perceive higher value, care, and support from the organization (such as POS), then they will get more rewards by exhibiting positive behaviors, thus developing a higher level of OCB (Spector and Che, 2014; Azim and Dora, 2016). Wahyuningrat and Rusmawan (2022) studied the impact of POS on OCB with job satisfaction as a mediating variable. The results of the study showed that POS has a positive impact on OCB. In their repeated assessment on POS and extra-role performance at a three-year interval, Chen et al. (2009) found evidence that POS leads to extra-role performance. Their results are echoed by those obtained by Muhammad (2014), Islam et al. (2014), Li et al. (2017), Zhang et al. (2017), and Ahmad and Zafar (2018) on the significant and positive relationship between POS and OCB. Wayne et al. (1997) in their study found that POS was strongly positively correlated with citizenship behavior at both the individual and organizational levels. Tremblay et al. (2019) reported that group-level OS, in addition to being positively related to collective affective commitment, also acts as a mediator for group-level helping behaviors. In their repeated assessment on POS and extra-role performance at a three-year interval, Chen et al. (2009) found evidence that POS leads to extra-role performance. Of note is that among these studies, both Tremblay et al. (2019) and Li et al. (2017) aggregated individual-level POS into group/team-level POS for analysis. In view of the above findings, we posited that high POS and SOS should help the teachers and school attain its objectives by exhibiting high OCBs:


H1a: POS will be positively related to OCB.

H1b: SOS will be positively related to OCB.
 



SOS and individual-level JE

On the SET, employees with high POS tend to be more involved in their jobs and organizations to help achieve organizational goals as part of the SET norm of reciprocity (Byrne and Hochwarter, 2008). POS conveys the organization’s evaluation of employees’ efforts and satisfies their needs for respect and recognition, which could also promote employees’ interest, thereby increasing their job engagement (Eisenberger and Stinglhamber, 2011). Therefore, the support from organizations, supervisors, or managers can often promote JE. Some studies have investigated the impact of POS on job engagement, for example, Jonsdottir and Kristinsson (2020) observed a significant positive relationship between supervisors’ active-empathetic listening, a manifestation of organizational support, and employees’ job engagement. Imran et al. (2020) found that POS significantly and positively affects employee s’ job engagement. Managerial support for development (Kumar et al., 2018) can increase intention to engage in work, and also in the study conducted by Gillet et al. (2013) reported the positive relationship between POS and job engagement characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption. Saks (2006) found POS was positively related to job engagement and organizational engagement (i.e., participation in one’s role as a member of an organization). Structural equation modeling results on the relationship between POS and JE of bank employees revealed that POS fosters JE (Karatepe and Aga, 2016). Similarly, Kinnunen et al. (2008), Rahman et al. (2020), and Yang et al. (2020) found that POS was positively associated with key dimensions of job engagement. Similar findings of their positive relationship were also obtained by Caesens and Stinglhamber (2014) and Jin and McDonald (2017). In line with the above findings, we posited that high POS and SOS can help teachers demonstrate high JE:


H2a: POS will be positively related to JE.

H2b: SOS will be positively related to JE.
 



SOS, individual-level JE, and individual-level OCB

Many previous studies have found the positive relationship between POS and OCB (Masterson et al., 2000; Suliman and Al Obaidli, 2013). However, some studies also pointed out that there are mediating variables between POS and OCB (Islam et al., 2014; Muhammad, 2014). Among them, JE could be considered as a mediating variable between POS and OCB. Alshaabani et al. (2021) supported that POS is positively related to OCB and JE is also a strongly mediating variable in the relationship. Using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM), Zhong et al. (2016) analyzed the relationships between individual-level POS, JE, and OCB and found that POS can have an indirect impact on OCB through the mediation of JE. Sulea et al. (2012) showed that POS and conscientiousness are positively related to OCB through employees’ JE. Other studies also supported the mediating role of JE (Karatepe, 2013; Shams et al., 2020).

This study analyzes the social interaction between the school and its teachers on the basis of individual-level POS. Further analysis is made with SOS for comparison. In this study, teachers’ JE would play a mediating role in the relationship between the effects of POS and SOS on OCB:


H3a: POS will be indirectly but positively related to OCB through the mediation of JE.

H3b: SOS will be indirectly but positively related to OCB through the mediation of JE.
 




Materials and methods


Sample

The study sample comprised elementary school teachers in Taiwan. There are differences in the size of schools and the number of teachers in various regions of Taiwan, in order to make the sampling more representative, 121 schools were selected from 11 counties distributed in northern, eastern, southern, and central Taiwan through stratified random sampling. Then according to the school size, different number of teachers were selected. Ten teachers were selected from the large schools, 8 from the medium-sized schools, and 6 from the small schools. A total of 1,040 (121 schools) questionnaires were sent out, of which 752 (98 schools) were returned, making up an overall response rate of 72.31%. After eliminating 22 partial or incomplete responses, 730 responses were valid for analysis, giving an effective response rate of 70.19%. Of the 730 respondents, 36.3% were male. The majority were aged 31–40 years (44.8%) and 41–50 years (41.1%) Their average teaching experience was 15.2 years.



Measures

The self-report questionnaire administered for collecting empirical data comprised a total of 31 items (see Appendix 1), to which respondents were asked to indicate their agreement using a seven-point Likert scale (1 indicates strongly disagree; 7, strongly agree). These items for testing different variables were adopted or adapted from scales validated by empirical studies in organizational research. The 5 items under POS were adopted from those used by Eisenberger et al. (2001). The 9 items under JE were taken from the scale used by Rich et al. (2010) and are categorized into three dimensions, representing physical, cognitive, and emotional engagement. The 17 items under OCB were extracted from the scale developed by Somech and Ron (2007) and listed under five dimensions, namely altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship, courtesy, and civic virtue.

The above scales used were originally in English. For the questionnaire to be administered to respondents in Taiwan, this study applied the back-translation technique (Brislin, 1980) to come up with a version in Traditional Chinese. First, the forward translation from English to Traditional Chinese was performed by a bilingual Taiwanese translator. Six experts with related background in organizational research were invited to review and amend the translated items to ensure consistency in meaning and connotations with the original. Then, another bilingual Taiwanese translator back-translated the questionnaire into English. Comparison was made with the original English version to check further if any item or term discrepancy had occurred. Moreover, 10 scholars with school administration expertise and 6 elementary education practitioners were invited to review the descriptions in the items to confirm their correctness and relevance in the school organizational context.

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to examine the validity and reliability of the scales used in this study and the descriptive statistics of the variables were calculated. The required fit statistics are RMSEA and SRMR <0.08 and CFI and TLI > 0.90 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

POS. For the 5-item construct POS, the results of first-order CFA are χ2 = 19.90 (df = 5, p < 0.001), RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.01, CFI = 0.99, and TLI = 0.99, factor loadings ranging between 0.80 and 0.89, and Cronbach’s α = 0.93, indicating good validity and reliability. To justify the aggregation of SOS, within-group agreement measure rwg was calculated (Klein and Kozlowski, 2000). Results of rwg obtained were all higher than 0.90, which exceeds the required.70 (Epitropaki, 2013), revealing high consistency within the group.

JE. For the 9-item construct JE, the results of second-order CFA are χ2 = 67.24 (df = 24, p < 0.001), RMSEA =0.05, SRMR = 0.02, CFI = 0.99, and TLI = 0.99, factor loadings ranging between 0.87 and 0.94, and Cronbach’s α of the three dimensions = 0.92, 0.93, and.94, also indicating good validity and reliability.

OCB. For the 17-item construct OCB, the results of second-order CFA are χ2 = 392.26 (df = 114, p < 0.001), RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04, CFI = 0.97, and TLI = 0.96, factor loadings ranging between 0.70 and 0.94, and Cronbach’s α of the five dimensions = 0.93, 0.84, 0.81, 0.91, and 0.84, also indicating good validity and reliability.



Analyses

The relationships between the variables were tested using multilevel structural equation modeling (MSEM) with Mplus Version 7. Not only is MSEM more flexible, it is superior to HLM in handling latent variables and to SEM in dealing with complex relationships on different levels. Moreover, Preacher et al. (2010) have demonstrated the advantage and applicability of MSEM in assessing multilevel relationship and mediation. Furthermore, the maximum likelihood-based estimation on Mplus yields estimates with standard errors that are robust to non-normality and non-independence of observations and can adjust the goodness-of-fit estimates (Muthén and Muthén, 2012). The mediating effect between latent variables was examined using delta parameterization of Mplus (MacKinnon, 2008; Muthén and Muthén, 2012).




Results


Descriptive statistics

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations. The correlation coefficients between POS and JE (r = 0.38, p < 0.001) as well as that between POS and OCB (r = 0.39, p < 0.001) indicate moderate positive relationship while that between JE and POS (r = 0.77, p < 0.001) reveal a strong positive relationship.



TABLE 1 Summary statistics and correlation of individual- and school-level variables.
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SEM analyses

First, the goodness-of-fit statistics are CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.06, and SRMR = 0.04, indicating good model fit. Figure 2 shows the SEM results on the impact of teacher’s POS at individual level on JE and OCB. As can be seen, POS has direct and positive relationships with both JE (β = 0.39, p < 0.001; H2a supported) and OCB (β = 0.11, p < 0.001; H1a supported); similarly, JE is directly and positively related to OCB (β = 0.85, p < 0.001). As for the meditator role of JE, POS does have an indirect and positive impact on OCB through JE. In view of the indirect impact of POS on OCB via JE (β = 0.33, p < 0.001; H3a supported) exceeding the direct impact of POS on JE (β = 0.39, p < 0.001) and JE on OCB (β = 0.85, p < 0.001), JE serves only as the partial mediator.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 SEM analysis on individual-level POS, JE, and OCB. Note: unstandardized estimate/standardized estimate ***p < 0.001.




MSEM analyses

Analysis performed using MSEM also showed good model fit results: CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.03, and SRMR = 0.03/ 0.08 (within/between groups). Table 2 lists the estimates obtained using MSEM with SOS as the independent variable, individual-level JE as the mediator variable, and individual-level OCB as the criterion variable.



TABLE 2 Parameter estimates obtained using MSEM.
[image: Table2]

As suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986), to understand the mediating role of JE in the cross-level model, the direct impact of SOS on individual-level OCB must first be analyzed. Results shown in Figure 3 reveal a direct and positive relationship between these two variables (β = 0.62, p < 0.001).

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Cross-level SEM analysis on SOS and individual-level OCB. Note: unstandardized estimate/standardized estimate ***p < 0.001.


Cross-level analysis results obtained using MSEM are illustrated in Figure 4. As can be seen, SOS is directly and positively related to teachers’ JE (β = 0.55, p < 0.001; H2b supported), and JE has direct and positive relationship with their OCB (β = 0.89, p < 0.001). While SOS has no significant positive relationship with individual-level OCB (β = 0.13, p > 0.05; H1b not supported), it does have a positive impact on OCB through the mediation of JE (β = 0.48, p < 0.001; H3b supported). Comparison with Figure 3 reveals the change in effect of SOS on individual-level OCB from significant (β = 0.62, p < 0.001) to insignificant (β = 0.13, p > 0.05), thus implying full mediation effect of JE when SOS on individual-level OCB.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 MEM analysis on SOS, individual-level JE and individual-level OCB. Note: unstandardized estimate/standardized estimate ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01.





Discussion and conclusion


Partial mediation of JE between individual-level POS and OCB

The direct and positive relationship between POS and OCB at individual level revealed by SEM is consistent with previous findings by Chen et al. (2009), Ahmad and Zafar (2018), and Zhang et al. (2017). This result evidences the OST that teachers will exhibit OCB in return for POS manifested in the school’s appreciation of their contributions and concern for their well-being. Moreover, the positive relationship between teachers’ POS and their JE echoes the results obtained by Karatepe and Aga (2016), Caesens and Stinglhamber (2014), Jin and McDonald (2017), and further shows that the “social exchange” stimulated by POS, according to the OST, involves not only the behavioral but also the cognitive aspect, as in the case of JE examined in this study. Owing to the positive relationship between JE on OCB, JE motivated by POS serves the mediating role in promoting OCB.



Full mediation of JE between SOS and individual-level OCB

A specific focus on this research is the impact of aggregated POS at the school level. While the insignificant relationship between SOS and teachers’ OCB has also been reported by Li et al. (2017), the positive impact of SOS on JE has not been observed in other empirical studies. Nevertheless, it is conceivable that greater SOS would create an encouraging atmosphere for greater appreciation of the teachers’ hard work and efforts, which would, in turn, enhance their JE. Moreover, SEM analysis at individual level showed a direct and positive relationship between JE and OCB. Hence, MSEM analysis on the relationship of SOS with individual-level JE and OCB revealed the full mediation effect.



Individual-level POS versus SOS

This research examines the impact of OS at both individual and school levels on teachers’ JE and OCB. Conceptually, the two levels of OS are similar as they are both rooted in the OST, while their difference lies in one being closer to the organizational atmosphere and the other being personal cognitive perception. With regard to assessment, the same scale was used in this study for both levels, only with the individual perception of OS aggregated into a single value to represent the SOS. In terms of influence, individual-level POS has greater impact on OCB than SOS. Similar empirical evidence of such difference in impact has not been reported in the field of education but variation in results obtained using individual-level and group-level OS has been observed in the management study conducted by Li et al. (2017). In other words, different levels of group-level OS used in the analysis may influence the final results.



JE as significant mediating variable

In-depth investigation on meaningful mediating variables is very important for quantitative research. In this study, JE was found not only to be positively related to both individual-level POS and SOS, it also plays a significant mediating role in the relationship between OS of both levels and OCB. In other words, teachers who are physically, cognitively, and emotionally engaged tend to behave more positively toward the school beyond their formal job requirement, thus exhibiting OCB.




Implications for school practice

New tasks and roles shouldered by teachers as a result of incessant reforms in education have also aroused growing attention and emphasis on their OCB. Of particular interest are factors promoting teachers’ OCB that can help make up deficiency in the formal education system and educational resources. The present findings evidence that school organizational support is conducive to enhancing JE and encouraging OCB. This is of particular meaning in Taiwan where motivation and incentives for teachers to take up more duties or make extra efforts are lacking in the education system. As implied by the results, the school should show greater appreciation of the teachers’ contribution and concern for their well-being, thus creating a supportive organizational atmosphere that can motivate teachers to have greater job engagement. The emphasis in this study on the aggregated SOS highlights the importance of an organizational culture which will persist albeit personnel changes.



Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. First, responses of the self-report questionnaire were collected from the participating teachers at a single time point, thus common method variance may be a concern. Second, the scales adopted are those used in management research, indicating tool deficiency in educational organization research. Hence, there should be greater effort devoted to the development of assessment tools applicable to the culture and characteristics of the domestic educational context.
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Appendix 1. Questionnaire

Perceived organizational support (POS)/school organizational support (SOS).

1. The school recognizes my extra efforts.

2. The school takes my complaints or opinions seriously.

3. The school really cares about my well-being.

4. The school notices my dedication to work.

5. The school cares about my job satisfaction.

Job engagement (JE)

1. I exert my full effort to my job.

2. I try my hardest to perform well on my job.

3. I strive as hard as I can to complete my job.

4. I am enthusiastic in my job.

5. I feel energetic at my job.

6. I feel positive about my job.

7. At work, my mind is focused on my job.

8. At work, I pay a lot of attention to my job.

9. At work, I am absorbed by my job.

Organizational citizenship behavior (OCB)

1. I help other teachers who have been absent.

2. I help others who have heavy workloads.

3. I willingly help others who have work-related problems.

4. I am always ready to lend a helping hand to others around me.

5. I do not take extra breaks.

6. I obey school rules and regulations even when no one is watching.

7. I am one of the most conscientious teachers in the school.

8. I believe in giving an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay.

9. I tend to make “mountains out of molehills.”

10. I always find fault with what the school is doing.

11. I am the classic “squeaky wheel” that always needs greasing.

12. I am mindful of how my behavior affects other people’s jobs.

13. I do not abuse the rights of others.

14. I try to avoid creating problems for colleagues.

15. I attend meetings that are not mandatory, but are considered important.

16. I attend functions that are not required but help the school image.

17. I keep abreast of changes in the school.
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Colleges and universities have been experiencing high rates of faculty turnover across countries, and hiring and retaining influential faculty members is a constant challenge that higher education institutions have encountered. Job stress and job satisfaction are stable predictors that psychologically determine teachers’ persistence in their institutions. The present study aimed to extend understanding of a mediating effect of college teaching self-efficacy (CTSE) on the relationship between faculty job stress and job satisfaction. Data collected from 455 Chinese university teachers were analyzed using structural equation moderated mediation models. CTSE was an effective mediator in alleviating the negative relationship between job stress and job satisfaction. Our finding from a moderated mediation model suggests that the mediation effect of CTSE did not differ by teaching experience, ranks, gender, and workload. However, the significant covariate effect of teaching experience incorporated in the mediation effect implies that teachers with more teaching experiences may have greater teaching self-efficacy, which may positively change the perceptions of job stress and job satisfaction. By way of discussion, we provided evidence regarding current trends and underlying psychological reasons for university teachers’ dissatisfaction which might be useful for educators, university administrators, and policymakers framing policy and institutional decisions. Some impractical implications are further discussed.
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Introduction

Colleges and universities have been experiencing high rates of faculty turnover across countries, and hiring and retaining influential faculty members is a constant challenge that higher education institutions have encountered (Wong and Heng, 2009; Finch et al., 2010). This issue may involve intricate underlying mechanisms. However, job stress and job satisfaction are stable predictors that psychologically determine teachers’ persistence in their professions and institutions (Klassen and Chiu, 2011; Gardner, 2012; Ryan et al., 2012; You, 2014; Calkins et al., 2019; Gonzales et al., 2020; Madigan and Kim, 2021; Al’Abri et al., 2022; Li et al., 2022).

Teachers and researchers in higher education have increasingly suffered from stress due to the intense demands for productivity and the complexity of the work (Graça et al., 2021). The situation is even harsher for Chinese university teachers because universities and colleges have raised expectations for teaching and research competitiveness, leading to high levels of stress, depressive symptoms, emotional exhaustion, and turnovers among university teachers (You, 2014; Yin et al., 2020; Han et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2022). Han et al. (2021) found that teachers who experienced intense stress from organizational practice harmed job satisfaction. According to a survey study in 2013, 36% of Chinese university teachers experienced great stress (Liu and Zhou, 2016), which deteriorated their job satisfaction (Gao et al., 2015; Liu and Zhou, 2016; Wang et al., 2020). Given the critical roles of university teachers in current educational systems (Chu et al., 2021; Coombe et al., 2021; Fathi et al., 2021), psychological understanding is now a substantial and foundational matter in approaching university teachers’ retention and productivity and in helping them deal with the stressful environment and thrive in their career progression.

Teaching self-efficacy, also called teacher self-efficacy, is a well-known mechanism that can alleviate job stress and promote job satisfaction and further job retention by mitigating the negative impact of environmental obstacles and job stress (e.g., Klassen and Chiu, 2010, 2011; Li et al., 2017; Troesch and Bauer, 2017; Ismayilova and Klassen, 2019; Yin et al., 2020). Numerous studies found that teaching self-efficacy significantly predicted teacher job satisfaction in K-12 school settings (Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Sun and Xia, 2018; Zakariya, 2020; Ortan et al., 2021; Saks et al., 2021; Richter et al., 2022). Despite the attention to the relationship among teachers’ job satisfaction, job stress, and teaching self-efficacy in K-12 school settings (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2007; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2014), a mediating role of teaching self-efficacy has not been much scrutinized with diverse samples of teachers in higher education, particularly in non-Western cultural settings (Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Yin et al., 2020). Further, differential effects of contextual variables (e.g., teaching experience, rank, gender) surrounding university teachers have not been sufficiently investigated in such relationships.

Considering that teaching self-efficacy is associated with positive outcomes, such as teacher well-being (Bjorklund et al., 2021; Saks et al., 2021; Jaguaco et al., 2022; Song, 2022), quality of working life (Kong, 2021; Jaguaco et al., 2022; Matos et al., 2022), and job satisfaction (Chan et al., 2020; Zakariya, 2020), the present study aims to investigate a mediating role of college teaching self-efficacy (CTSE) as a mechanism underlying the relationship between job stress and job satisfaction. We further examined the effect of contextual variables such as gender, teaching experiences, ranks, and teaching loads to forge an understanding of the relationship. Our target population was Chinese university teachers, referring to those involved in teaching at higher education institutions as professors, lecturers, and instructors. This target population was ideal for examining the robust relationship among job stress, CTSE, and job satisfaction in a non-Western culture, given that university and college faculty members’ stress and turnover issues are also prevalent and severe in China (Liu, 2007; You, 2014). We thus aimed to extend a clearer understanding of how CTSE can serve as a psychological mechanism for job satisfaction among Chinese university teachers.

The present study is grounded on the job satisfaction model of social cognitive career theory (SCCT: Lent et al., 1994; Lent and Brown, 2006), which provides a framework for understanding the interplays among self-efficacy, work conditions, and satisfaction a person’s experiences in career pathways. The job satisfaction model explains five variables, including personality and affective traits, self-efficacy expectations, goal-directed activity, efficacy-relevant environmental resources and barriers, and work conditions to predict one’s experience of satisfaction in work settings (Lent and Brown, 2006). Self-efficacy beliefs are the central part of the model, which refers to beliefs in one’s capabilities to finish the courses of action and produce expected attainments (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy influences an individual’s resilience to adversity, the level of stress they can bear, and their accomplishments (Bandura, 1997). Such beliefs link to intrinsic motivation and behaviors to accomplishment as well as persistence and coping ability when they face difficulties (Peng and Mao, 2015), improving their job satisfaction.

The job satisfaction model (Lent and Brown, 2006) provides a unifying framework for understanding self-efficacy and work conditions’ influences on job satisfaction. According to the model, job satisfaction is expected for those who strongly believe in their capability to accomplish job tasks under favorable work conditions. Job satisfaction is a personal gratification from one’s different aspects of the work environment (Weiss et al., 1967). Work conditions and characteristics are associated with job satisfaction, including role stressors (e.g., work conflict, overload) and work events, which may influence job satisfaction and self-efficacy. The model emphasizes the human agent’s role in its contribution to job satisfaction and tries to understand how affective traits, other personal factors, and environmental factors work together to influence job satisfaction, thus helping people become satisfied with their job (Lent and Brown, 2006).



Literature review and hypotheses

In higher education, university teachers’ job satisfaction promotes teaching quality and research productivity (Chen, 2011; He et al., 2020). University teachers’ job performance determines the quality of student satisfaction and affects student learning (Machado-Taylor et al., 2016). Conversely, faculty job dissatisfaction diminishes morale, results in turnover intention, and decreases research productivity (Johnsrud and Rosser, 2002; Seifert and Umbach, 2008; Zhang and Shen, 2017). Lawrence et al. (2012) demonstrated that faculty who experienced job satisfaction were more likely to report higher levels of organizational commitment and organizational citizenship behaviors. Other studies also showed that improving teachers’ job satisfaction significantly reduced their attrition rates and intentions to leave their profession (Klassen and Chiu, 2011; Martin et al., 2012; Klassen and Tze, 2014; Toropova et al., 2021).

Given the well-established SCCT job satisfaction model and replications of empirical studies, we hypothesize that a mediation model of CTSE on the relationship between job stress and job satisfaction (Figure 1) would significantly explain Chinese university teachers’ psychological mechanism in their workplaces. Five specific hypotheses (H1 to H5) were postulated and evaluated in the present study, which is explained below in detail.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Hypothetical mediation model of college teaching self-efficacy. CTSE = college teaching self-efficacy; Contextual variables include teaching experience, gender, rank, and workload.



Job stress and job satisfaction

Job stress is a critical factor that determines faculty job satisfaction. Teachers’ job stress often results from several contextual predictors, such as increasing workloads, inadequate time, discipline problems, insufficient resources, lack of professional recognition, insufficient administrative support, and the diversity of tasks required (Kokkinos, 2007; Berryhill et al., 2009; Fütterer et al., 2022), which consequently influence the quality of education such as lower job satisfaction (Collie et al., 2012), reduced teaching self-efficacy (Klassen et al., 2013), job burnout (Wang et al., 2020), and increased rate of teacher attrition (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011).

In higher education, very few studies were conducted on the direct relationship between faculty job stress and job satisfaction; but it is known that job stress explains faculty turnover, performance, and professional commitment, which are closely associated with job satisfaction (Tytherleigh et al., 2005; Catano et al., 2010; Ryan et al., 2012; Al’Abri et al., 2022). Changing work conditions and environments in higher education, such as increasing levels of managerial control, higher work demands, and job insecurity, may result in increases in faculty job stress at academic workplaces, and faculty experienced exceedingly high levels of stress even by those who were satisfied with their jobs (Kinman and Jones, 2008; Ablanedo-Rosas et al., 2011; Shin and Jung, 2014). Catano et al. (2010) found that lack of control in workplaces predicted job dissatisfaction and psychological strain, and job insecurity and work-life imbalance led to job dissatisfaction. Therefore, the deteriorating working conditions of higher education institutions forces faculty to face increasing workloads, growing pressure to publish papers, and short-term contracts, which contribute to rising job stress (Jacobs and Winslow, 2004; Tytherleigh et al., 2005; Houston et al., 2006; Dickson-Swift et al., 2009).

Chinese university teachers also experienced high job stress (Li and Kou, 2018; Han et al., 2021), which negatively influenced their job satisfaction (He and Liu, 2012; Gao et al., 2015; He, 2015). Job stress among Chinese university teachers was also significantly linked to job insecurity, lack of control and resources, increasing student enrollment, and high demands for research productivity and grants (Jing, 2008; Sun et al., 2011). University teachers with higher job stress experienced higher job burnout (Li, 2018). A recent study (Wang et al., 2020) with 1, 906 university teachers in China showed that job stress negatively influenced job satisfaction but mediated the negative relationship between job stress and organizational commitment. Prior research on teachers’ job satisfaction found a robust relationship between job stress and job satisfaction across various samples. Thus, our first hypothesis is that university teachers’ job stress is negatively related to job satisfaction (H1).



Job stress and CTSE

Accumulated empirical evidence exists concerning the negative relationship between teachers’ job stress and teaching self-efficacy beliefs. Although gains in teaching self-efficacy do not guarantee the reduction of job stress (Klassen and Durksen, 2014), many researchers replicated the negative correlations between the two constructs with a variety of samples (Klassen and Chiu, 2011; El-Sayed et al., 2014; Hu et al., 2019; Han et al., 2021). El-Sayed et al. (2014) found that 84.6% of the faculty members in an Egyptian university experienced a high level of occupational stress, which negatively influenced self-efficacy. Yin et al. (2020) examined the relationship between Chinese university teachers’ job stress and their self-efficacy beliefs, showing that stress from organizational inadequacy and new challenges negatively influenced teaching self-efficacy, while stress derived from financial inadequacy and poor student quality positively influenced teaching self-efficacy. Another study on Chinese university teachers found that stress related to organizational practices was negatively associated with self-efficacy (Han et al., 2021). Fathi and Derakhshan (2019) examined the role of teacher self-efficacy and emotional regulation as predictors of teaching stress among Iranian teachers in different language institutes, schools, and universities. The results showed that teacher self-efficacy and emotional regulation negatively predicted teaching stress, and self-efficacy outweighed emotional regulation in predicting teaching stress. Therefore, the second hypothesis is that job stress is negatively related to CTSE (H2).



CTSE and job satisfaction

Teachers with greater self-efficacy put more energy into their job, have higher levels of job satisfaction, and develop interpersonal networks to sustain their job satisfaction (Caprara et al., 2006; Klassen et al., 2013; Perera et al., 2019; Alibakhshi et al., 2020; Gonzales et al., 2020; Toropova et al., 2021). Extensive research found a positive correlation between teaching self-efficacy and job satisfaction among K-12 teachers (Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Soto and Rojas, 2019; Zakariya, 2020).

Richter et al. (2022) examined retention intention and job satisfaction among first-year alternatively certified teachers in German. The results revealed that teacher extraversion and self-efficacy positively affected job satisfaction, and self-efficacy mediated the relationship between teacher extraversion and job satisfaction. Toropova et al. (2021) investigated the relationship between teacher job satisfaction, school working conditions, and teacher characteristics for eighth-grade mathematics teachers in Sweden. The results showed that teachers with more exposure to professional development and more efficacious teachers tended to have higher levels of job satisfaction. Recent studies also found a positive relationship between teaching self-efficacy and job satisfaction among teachers in China (Wang et al., 2015; Li et al., 2017), Iran (Alibakhshi et al., 2020), Norway (Zakariya, 2020), and Philippine (Gonzales et al., 2020). However, studies on teaching self-efficacy and job satisfaction at the university level are minimal. Ismayilova and Klassen (2019) found that teaching self-efficacy was the strongest predictor of job satisfaction among university faculty in Azerbaijan and Turkey. Frisby et al. (2015) examined the effect of students’ instructional dissent on faculty burnout, commitment, satisfaction, and self-efficacy. However, this study did not show the relationship between faculty self-efficacy and job satisfaction.

Despite a lack of studies with university teacher samples, we postulated the third hypothesis based on robust findings concerning the positive relationship between CTSE and job satisfaction. We expect that CTSE predicts and positively influences Chinese university teachers’ job satisfaction (H3).

In addition to the positive relationship between CTSE and job satisfaction, we further assume that CTSE would undermine the negative relationship between job stress and job satisfaction. According to Bandura’s social cognitive theory, people have their own beliefs in their ability to engage in activities to develop themselves (Bandura, 1997), which plays a crucial role in changing human behaviors and circumstances. Studies demonstrated that people with firm self-efficacy beliefs were more likely to cope effectively with complex problems and pursue their goals persistently, thus improving their job satisfaction (Peng and Mao, 2015). Faculty members’ job stress often has negative impacts on job satisfaction (He and Liu, 2012; Gao et al., 2015; Han et al., 2021) and may result in faculty member’s decision to leave their institution (Johnsrud and Rosser, 2002; Rosser, 2004). However, teaching self-efficacy positively correlates with work engagement and reflection (Fathi et al., 2021; Han and Wang, 2021) and job satisfaction (Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Perera et al., 2019; Toropova et al., 2021; Richter et al., 2022). Pajares (2002) claimed that individuals with a higher sense of efficacy are more likely to challenge difficulties and adopt effective coping strategies to undergo stress. Therefore, self-efficacy beliefs may help undermine the negative effect of job stress on job satisfaction. Collie et al. (2012) found that elementary teachers’ job stress from heavy workloads negatively influenced their job satisfaction, and teachers who felt stressed by student behavior had lower teaching efficacy. Therefore, our fourth hypothesis is that CTSE would undermine the negative relationship between job stress and job satisfaction (H4).



Contextual variables affecting job satisfaction model for university teachers

Based on the SCCT job satisfaction model (Lent and Brown, 2006), we assume that teaching experience, gender, rank, and workload may be related to job-related beliefs and job satisfaction.

Teaching experience is considered an essential predictor of teaching self-efficacy beliefs and job satisfaction. An abundance of empirical studies on this topic found a positive relationship between the two variables, showing that teachers with more teaching experience had higher self-efficacy beliefs (Fives et al., 2007; Wolters and Daugherty, 2007; Liu, 2014). Cheung (2008) stated that the length of teaching experiences was a significant source of Chinese primary in-service teachers’ self-efficacy. Gurvitch and Metzler (2009) proposed that pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs were raised as their teaching experience increased. Dimopoulou (2014) found that teachers with more years of teaching reported higher levels of teaching self-efficacy in special schools in the United Kingdom. Fives et al. (2007) found that student-teacher self-efficacy increased significantly over the 12-week course of student-teaching practicum. Liu (2014) conducted a study on Chinese university teachers who teach English as a second language and found that teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience had greater self-efficacy than those with less teaching experience. Another study showed that teachers with more than 11 years of teaching experience reported a higher level of self-efficacy than those with less than 11 years of experience (Wolters and Daugherty, 2007).

However, some studies implied that the relationship between teaching experience and teaching self-efficacy is insignificant or nonlinear (e.g., Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Tschannen-Moran and Johnson, 2011). Perera et al. (2019) found that teachers with more years of experience reported different self-efficacy beliefs among Australian secondary school teachers, with some belonging to a highly efficacious group but some being highly inefficacious. Given the contradictory findings, the relationship between teaching experience and teaching self-efficacy needs further investigation, particularly for university teachers, as this group seldom gets attention in the literature.

The effects of gender and workload on teaching self-efficacy beliefs have also been examined in various cultural contexts, including China and Australia (Liu, 2014; Perera et al., 2019). Male teachers are more likely to report inefficacious, while females report highly to moderately efficacious in classroom instruction (Perera et al., 2019). Liu (2014) found that male teachers experienced lower self-efficacy beliefs than females in China.

Studies showed that university faculty’s job satisfaction differs in gender (Okpara et al., 2005; Sabharwal and Corley, 2009; Toker, 2011; Gardner, 2012) and rank (Zhou and Volkwein, 2004; Bozeman and Gaughan, 2011; Gao et al., 2015), with male and tenured experiencing a higher level of job satisfaction. However, Gao et al. (2015) found that male and female faculty in China showed no difference in job satisfaction. Excessive workload negatively affects faculty job satisfaction (Love et al., 2010; Mamiseishvili and Rosser, 2010).

Based on the above literature, the effect of covariates on teaching self-efficacy beliefs and job satisfaction is not apparent and needs further examination. In the present study, we examine the effect of teaching experience, gender, workload, and rank on the relationship between job stress, teaching self-efficacy, and job satisfaction. We hypothesize that the mediation effect of CTSE will differ by contextual variables, including teaching experience, gender, rank, and workload (H5).




Methods


Procedure

We recruited the study participants via a social media platform in cooperation with staff and faculty members in colleges and universities in China. The participation was completely voluntary and anonymous, which was highlighted in the invitation letter. The College Working Stress Scale is originally in Chinese. The Chinese short form of the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (Weiss et al., 1967) is available by the original authors of the scale, so we used it to measure job satisfaction. Since one of the questionnaires, the College Teaching Self-Efficacy Scale (CTSES: Liu et al., 2020), is not available in Chinese, we translated it into Chinese and back-translated it into English by two professors in the United States and two university teachers in China. A Ph.D. student majoring in translation between English and Chinese checked the result of translation and back-translation. All questions in the Chinese version of the survey were then utilized to collect data, and a total of 68 items took the participants approximately 20 min to finish the survey. We approached nearly 700 university teachers, and the response rate was approximately 66.29%.



Participants

The final sample consisted of 455 university teachers in China, who are operationally defined as those involved in teaching at universities: 49.45% lecturers, 32.97% associate professors, 5.93% full professors, and 5.5% assistant instructors. An assistant instructor in China is a member who assists other teachers in their teaching work (Liu, 2018). Participants’ teaching experience varied between 1 and 45 years (M = 13.48, SD = 7.26), and the time ratio of teaching to research ranged from 5 to 100% (M = 63.43%, SD = 21.28). Participants reported their biological sex as 43.52% males and 56.48% females. Almost half of the participants (55.72%) were recruited from Anhui Province, and the others from different provinces (e.g., Shanxi, Zhejiang, Jilin) in China. The sample included participants with bachelor’s degrees (n = 10, 2.20%), master’s degrees (n = 246, 54.10%), doctorate degrees (n = 148, 32.50%), and postdocs (n = 33, 7.30%).



Measures


College teaching self-efficacy

College teaching self-efficacy was measured using 17 items of the College Teaching Self-Efficacy Scale (CTSES: Liu et al., 2020 [details removed for review]) which measures college teachers’ beliefs about their ability to accomplish teaching tasks (Appendix A). Participants were asked to rate their confidence about teaching-related tasks on a scale ranging from 0 (no confidence at all) to 100 (completely confident). A sample item for CTSES is “how confident are you in your ability to motivate students to remain actively engaged in learning activities?” The Cronbach’s alpha reliability of the one-factor scale in the present study was 0.95. A higher score represents a high level of college teaching self-efficacy.



Job stress

Job stress was measured using the College Working Stress Scale (CWSS: Li, 2005), which was designed to assess university teachers’ levels of job stress (Appendix B) CWSS consists of 24 items, rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (no stress) to 5 (extreme stress). A sample item is “please rate how great a source of stress these factors are for you: an opportunity for promotion.” The scale reflects five dimensions of job stress: job security, teaching-related job security, interpersonal relationships, workload, and work pleasure. Li (2005) showed that CWSS has solid internal consistency reliability of all items (α = 0.92). Extensive prior research demonstrates adequate internal consistency reliability (α=0.81 to 0.91) and construct validity evidence for CWSS in the research in China (He and Liu, 2012; Ni et al., 2016; Wang and Jing, 2019).



Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction was measured using a short-form Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (MSQ: Weiss et al., 1967; Appendix C). The MSQ is also available in many languages, including Chinese; thus, we used the Chinese short form of MSQ. The short-form MSQ consists of 20 items, rated on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = very dissatisfied, to 5 = very satisfied). A sample item for the scale is rating “how satisfied with your job on a 5-point response scale: the competence of my superior in making decisions.” Two factors were originally suggested; intrinsic job satisfaction includes 20 items, extrinsic job satisfaction includes eight items, and the general satisfaction score is also widely used. Extensive prior research demonstrates adequate internal consistency reliability and construct validity evidence for MSQ (Weiss et al., 1967; Saner and Eyüpoğlu, 2013; Pan et al., 2015). We used the general satisfaction score, the composite score of the whole items, and a higher score represents a higher level of teacher satisfaction.



Contextual variables

Demographic information was asked to answer, including gender, professional rank, workload, and years of experience. The teaching experience was measured as the number of years teaching at the college level cumulatively. The workload was indexed as the percentage of semester workload teachers spent on teaching work. Teachers were also asked to report their gender on a binary response scale (0 = female, 1 = male). Finally, faculty members’ rank was indexed as four categories (1 = assistant instructor, 2 = lecturer, 3 = associate professor, 4 = full professor).




Statistical analyses


Data cleaning

The careless response is a pattern of responses in which participants respond without thinking of the item content (Meade and Craig, 2012), resulting in serious bias, particularly in online surveys. We identified careless responses based on out-of-range values, speed of response time, and excessively the same responses on consecutive items (e.g., rating only “3” on the whole survey pages). Consequently, we deleted the careless or inattentive responders from the data set, resulting in 455 participants for further analyses. We also examined normality, linearity, homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity to check the assumptions for the multivariate statistical analyses. We found that all the assumptions were met by checking the normality histogram, Q-Q plot, scatterplot, and tolerance value.



Preliminary analysis – Measurement models

Before analyzing the mediation structural equation model, we tested the measurement models embedded in the structural equation model (SEM) for mediation analysis. Since the CTSE scale (Author, 2020) has not been validated with a sample of university teachers in China, we performed exploratory factor analysis first (EFA) to explore the factor structure. Parallel analysis (Horn, 1965) was performed using the R Paran package (Dinno, 2001-2009) to determine the number of factors comparing simulated and the actual data. We also conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for all the latent variables of the mediation model and examined if the data supported the hypothesized factor structure.



Mediation and moderated mediation analysis

The SEM mediation analysis based on bootstrapping was incorporated to examine the first four hypotheses (H1 – H4) using Mplus 8.8 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2022). Testing the indirect effect by bootstrapping or Monte Carlo methods is recommended rather than testing individual paths of the simple mediation model (Hayes and Rockwood, 2017). The previous methods, such as the Sobel test and the ratio of the paths of ab to c, are not recommended because of their unclear interpretability and inaccurate results. Thus, we relied on the indirect effect with the bootstrap confidence interval to test the significance of the hypothesized mediation effect. In our model, the mediation effect indicates the effect of job stress on job satisfaction depending on the effect of CTSE. The indirect effect was computed by bootstrapping from each resampled data set, and a confidence interval was produced to decide the indirect effect (Preacher and Hayes, 2004, 2008).

After examining the mediation effect, we continued to examine if the mediation effect was conditional on the level of teaching experience. Moderated mediation analysis (Preacher et al., 2007) was used, in which the interaction term of CTSE and teaching experience was additionally included in the mediation model. Before examining the moderating effects on the mediation model, these covariates were exploratorily specified to regress the mediator without interaction terms. Based on this baseline result, we added teaching experience as a moderator in the mediation model and analyzed a moderated mediation using the XWITH statement in Mplus syntax.

We evaluated the model fits based on multiple goodness-of-fit indices, including the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI), and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). The following criteria were used to determine the adequateness of the model fits: RMSEA ≤0.08, CFI > 0.90, TLI > 0.90, and SRMR ≤0.05 (Bentler, 1990; McDonald and Marsh, 1990; Browne and Cudeck, 1992; Hu and Bentler, 1999; Brown, 2015). As seen in Figure 1, we specified the direct and indirect effects of the three main variables (mediation model) and the covariates (moderated mediation model) and estimated the parameters with bootstrapping (Preacher and Hayes, 2004, 2008). Full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation was used to handle missing data (Enders, 2010).





Results


Preliminary analysis: Measurement models


College teaching self-efficacy

Figure 2 presents the parallel analysis result, where the eigenvalues of the actual data are contrasted with the average eigenvalues of the simulated parallel data. The actual data line drops below the simulated data line at Factor 3. By comparing the eigenvalues obtained from the simulated data with the eigenvalues from the actual data, the parallel analysis recommended two factors in the CTSE scale. We further conducted CFA with a robust maximum likelihood estimator (MLR) based on the hypothesized two-factor model. The two-factor CTSE scale demonstrated acceptable model fit: χ2(118) = 306.98, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.938, TLI = 0.929, SRMR = 0.035, and RMSEA = 0.060, 90% CI [0.052, 0.068]. Standardized factor pattern loadings ranged from 0.74 to 0.87. However, the factor correlation was too high, r = 0.99, implying that the two factors are not clearly distinguished. We further examined the one-factor model combining the two factors, resulting in acceptable model fits: χ2(119) = 307.25, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.939, TLI = 0.930, SRMR = 0.035, and RMSEA = 0.060, 90% CI [0.051, 0.068]. We referred to modification indices for a more parsimonious and effective factor model and found that seven items were redundant in the one-factor model. Consequently, we deleted the seven items, and the model fits with the reduced model, which were notably improved: χ2(77) = 173.01, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.959, TLI = 0.952, SRMR = 0.031, and RMSEA = 0.053, 90% CI [0.042, 0.063]. The Cronbach’s α for the final 10 items of the one-factor CTSE scale was 0.95.
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FIGURE 2
 Parallel analysis result.




College working stress scale

The CFA results for the original five-factor model yielded unacceptable model fits: χ2(242) = 742.48, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.87, SRMR = 0.06, and RMSEA = 0.07, 90% CI [0.062, 0.073]. Factor loadings and modification indices implicated a need to combine the five factors into a smaller number of factors, mainly considering the strong correlations among the factors. Therefore, we decided to combine the five factors into three factors: job security, interpersonal relationship, and work pleasure. After deleting 10 items, the job stress scale demonstrated acceptable model fit: χ2(74) = 185.223, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.940, TLI = 0.926, SRMR = 0.044, and RMSEA = 0.058, 90% CI [0.047, 0.068]. The Cronbach’s α for job security, interpersonal relationship, and work pleasure were 0.74, 0.78, and 0.84, respectively. Cronbach’s alpha with all factors was α = 0.89. The factor correlations are 0.78, 0.90, and 0.87, respectively.



Minnesota satisfaction questionnaire

The CFA result for the one-factor model showed poor model fit the data: χ2(54) = 201.265, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.913, TLI = 0.893, SRMR = 0.045, and RMSEA = 0.078, 90% CI [0.670, 0.090]. Based on residuals and modification indices, we deleted two items, and the revised factor model yielded improved model fits: χ2(35) = 108.36, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.940, TLI = 0.924, SRMR = 0.041, and RMSEA = 0.068, 90% CI [0.054, 0.083]. The Cronbach’s α was 0.88.




Mediation model

To test H1 to H5 (Figure 1), a mediation model using structural equation modeling (SEM) was incorporated. The indirect effect was estimated with bootstrapping and resampling 1,000 times (Perera, 2013). Table 1 summarizes the results.



TABLE 1 Effects of job stress on job satisfaction by college teaching self-efficacy.
[image: Table1]

As expected, we found negative associations of job stress with both job satisfaction and CTSE (H1, H2) and positive associations of CTSE with job satisfaction (H3). As proposed in H1, university teachers’ job stress was negatively related to job satisfaction with a total effect (without CTSE): β = −0.51, SE = 0.08, 95%CI [[image: image]], and with direct effect: β = −0.49, SE = 0.08, p = 0.004, 95%CI [[image: image]]. We accepted H2 that job stress was negatively related to CTSE: β = −0.19, SE = 0.06, p = 0.003. As proposed in H3, CTSE was positively related to job satisfaction; beta, [image: image]0.14, SE = 0.05, p = 0.004.

The path coefficient for indirect effect was significant, β = −0.02, SE = 0.01, 95%CI [[image: image], and the confidence interval does not include zero. Therefore, the effect of job stress on job satisfaction was significantly mediated by CTSE (H4). This finding implies that CTSE may significantly reduce the negative relationship between job stress and job satisfaction. For example, even if university teachers’ job stress is high, teachers with a higher level of CTSE may still feel satisfied with their job. In summary, we found that job stress was negatively related to job stress and CTSE; CTSE was positively related to job satisfaction and effectively undermined the negative effect of job stress on job satisfaction.



Differential effects of the contextual variables on the mediation model

We further examined whether the mediation effect of CTSE differs depending on gender, teaching load, rank, and teaching experiences. Before examining the moderating effects on the mediation model, these covariates were specified to regress the mediator without interaction terms. With all four covariates, the model showed a marginally acceptable fit to the data, [image: image]= 1412.50, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.048, 90% CI = [0.044, 0.051], CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.89, SRMR = 0.053. Among the four covariates, only teaching experience was significantly associated with CTSE in the mediation model, [image: image]0.15, SE = 0.08, p = 0.04. Based on this result, we added teaching experience as a moderator in the mediation model (Figure 1) and analyzed a moderated mediation using the XWITH statement in Mplus syntax. The result showed that the interaction effect between stress and teaching experience on teaching self-efficacy was not significant, β = −0.01, SE = 0.06, p = 0.90. However, teaching experience was only significantly associated with teaching self-efficacy, β = −0.15, SE = 0.05, p = 0.002. This implies that university teachers’ teaching self-efficacy may mediate the negative effect of job stress on job satisfaction, and teaching self-efficacy gets higher when university teachers are more involved in teaching. However, the negative relationship between job stress and teaching self-efficacy does not differ by years of teaching. Figure 3 presents the final model for the mediation results.
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FIGURE 3
 Final mediation model with teaching experience. Standardized coefficients are presented on the paths. All measurement indicators, error terms, variances, and covariances are omitted in this figure.





Discussion

The present study aimed to extend understanding of the relationship among job stress, job satisfaction, and teaching self-efficacy among university teachers, specifically with a sample of non-Western countries. Although it is well documented that efficacious teachers tend to be more satisfied with their work and could alleviate the negative effect of job stress on job satisfaction (Klassen and Chiu, 2010), the relationship has been relatively unknown in non-Western countries (Gilbert et al., 2014). Further, the interplay with contextual variables (e.g., gender, teaching experience, rank) has not been sufficiently investigated. To address this gap, the present study, predicated on the SCCT (Lent and Brown, 2006), examined direct and indirect relations among job stress, teaching self-efficacy, and job satisfaction and further examined the moderation effects of contextual variables. Our study showed that both job stress and CTSE negatively influenced job satisfaction, and CTSE positively influenced job satisfaction. In addition, CTSE mediated the relationship between job stress and job satisfaction, and teaching experience was positively linked with CTSE in the mediation effect of CTSE.

The finding in terms of the direct relationship between job stress and job satisfaction supports the prior literature. This result suggested that Chinese university teachers with a high level of job stress would feel unsatisfied with their job, which may lead to their motivation to leave their profession. Chinese university teachers’ job stress led to lower levels of job satisfaction (He and Liu, 2012; Gao et al., 2015; He, 2015; Wang et al., 2020), which is also consistent with the majority of research findings with samples of K-12 education in western countries (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011; Klassen et al., 2013; Struyven and Vanthournout, 2014). Job stress is an important factor for university teachers, influencing the cognitive and affective perception of the work environment and, thus job satisfaction. Although this finding has been replicated in much research, there are some exceptions. For example, a study with a sample of university teachers in Pakistan found that overall occupational stress was not associated with job satisfaction (Chaudhry, 2012). The contradiction may imply that university teachers in different countries and working environments have different perceptions of job stress and satisfaction. Future studies must dig into the relationship deeply in the higher education context.

We also found a negative relationship between job stress and CTSE. The result suggested that university teachers would feel less confident when experiencing high job stress in the long run. University teachers may perceive their job as more demanding and stressful, and those with higher stress levels perceive themselves as less able to accomplish their teaching tasks in college classrooms. The possible sources of university teachers’ job stress are varied, including high demand for their performance, negative feedback from students, excessive workload, and poor working culture. Whatever the reasons are, job stress could be a significant hindrance to teaching work. The stress they endure under challenging situations may result in less confidence in their ability to finish a teaching task. This finding is congruent with studies conducted in Egyptian (El-Sayed et al., 2014), Canada (Klassen and Chiu, 2010), the Dominican Republic (Gilbert et al., 2014), and Iran (Fathi and Derakhshan, 2019), but partially aligns with other research conducted in China (Yin et al., 2020; Han et al., 2021) and other countries (Klassen et al., 2013). More specifically, the relationship between job stress and CTSE can differ in some attributes or sources of stress. For example, stress originating from organizational practices, instructional changes, organizational inadequacy, and new challenges exhibited a negative relationship with teaching self-efficacy, while stressors associated with instructional activities, research support, student quality, and financial inadequacy are positively related to teaching self-efficacy (Yin et al., 2020; Han et al., 2021).

Moreover, a negative and weak relationship existed between workload stress and self-efficacy among teachers in Canada and Thailand. Still, a positive and weak relationship existed in England and Hongkong contexts (Klassen et al., 2013). Given the disparity in research, it would need further research investigating the differential effects of diverse cultures and work environments and different measures of stress on the relationship between job stress and CTSE.

Additionally, the positive correlation between CTSE and job satisfaction aligns with prior research (e.g., Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Gilbert et al., 2014; Alibakhshi et al., 2020; Zakariya, 2020; Toropova et al., 2021; Richter et al., 2022), and added an empirical study replicating the SCCT satisfaction model with a Chinese university teacher sample (Lent and Brown, 2006). In light of this, it can be claimed that Chinese university teachers with high teaching self-efficacy constantly contemplate their teaching tasks and find ways to accomplish them. This makes them more confident in their work and enjoy and feel satisfied with their job. This finding is consistent with research that also found positive relationships between teacher job satisfaction and engagement (Chan et al., 2020; Al’Abri et al., 2022). This raises the possibility of creating some programs to increase college teaching self-efficacy. Consequently, university teachers may perceive their job satisfaction by reducing the likelihood of suffering job stress (Han et al., 2021). From a theoretical standpoint, teachers who feel highly efficacious in their abilities to accomplish teaching-related tasks may promote student learning and favorable work conditions that foster the experience of job satisfaction (Lent and Brown, 2006). Thus, teachers’ beliefs that they can accomplish specific teaching-related tasks may inform more favorable assessments of their satisfaction with their professional roles.

Our mediation analysis also found that CTSE was an effective mediator in the negative relationship between job stress and job satisfaction. This finding supports the prior research that teaching self-efficacy alleviated the negative effect of stress on job satisfaction (Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Han et al., 2021). Teaching self-efficacy may change the perceptions of how job stress influences the feeling of satisfaction in their job and influence teachers’ perception of job stress and anxiety. When exposed to stressful working conditions, teachers who have higher levels of self-efficacy may develop a positive attitude toward stress as they feel confident in coping with the challenges in their work (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy is a powerful influence on behavior (Bandura, 1997) and plays a critical role in influencing the effort teachers may put into teaching tasks and the persistence in pursuing teaching goals in the face of failure. University teachers with high teaching self-efficacy, suffering from high demand from higher educational context, manage to achieve professional goals, including engaging in challenging teaching work, publishing high-quality papers, and applying for the research fund. These successful experiences could be the sources of teacher self-efficacy and help them sustain satisfaction with their job even in the face of stress.

Although our moderated mediation effects were not significant with several contextual variables (gender, teaching experiences, rank), teaching experience was found to be significantly linked with teaching self-efficacy in the mediation model of CTSE. Our finding suggests that the mediation effect of CTSE may not differ by teaching experience (i.e., the non-significant result of moderated mediation); instead, the mediation effect would constantly work regardless of university teachers’ teaching experience. However, the significant covariate effect of teaching experience implies that teachers with more teaching experiences may have greater teaching self-efficacy, which may positively change the perceptions of job stress and job satisfaction. It may simply support a well-known proposition that teaching experience is a vital source for teachers’ cognitive evaluations of self-efficacy beliefs. This result also reinforces previous findings that teachers with more experience had high self-efficacy (Gurvitch and Metzler, 2009; Dimopoulou, 2014; Liu, 2014). It also consolidates Bandura (1997) suggestion that mastery experiences are critical to developing self-efficacy. Teachers learn much from their experiences because they try to continuously improve their teaching method and consciously seek useful resources, such as engagement in teacher training and teaching contest. During the process, their teaching self-efficacy is enhanced because they may be inspired by colleagues’ encouragement, leaders’ positive feedback, and positive role modeling. In addition, teachers with more teaching experience might have faced many challenging tasks and finally found good ways to respond to stressful contexts. Therefore, they may learn from their previous teaching practices and believe they can accomplish any teaching ta. When perceiving higher levels of teaching self-efficacy, teachers may be able to control their stress levels and deal with stressful teaching tasks.

However, prior research has not constantly observed such a positive relationship. The relationship between self-efficacy and teaching experience was not significant among K-8 teachers in Virginia, Kansas, and Arkansas (e.g., Tschannen-Moran and Johnson, 2011) and nonlinear among K-12 Canadian teachers (Klassen and Chiu, 2010). Some Australian secondary teachers with more teaching experiences had greater self-efficacy, while others had lower self-efficacy (Perera et al., 2019). These disparities imply that our sample of Chinese university teachers would have more invariant meanings of teaching experience related to CTSE, and years of teaching, which can be a future research topic.

The present study may contribute to the knowledge base regarding university teachers’ job satisfaction as we address the prevalent issues in the university context. In this era of dramatic societal changes and competition surrounding university teachers, teaching self-efficacy is the key to determining teacher well-being and job satisfaction (Zakariya, 2020; Bjorklund et al., 2021; Kong, 2021; Saks et al., 2021; Toropova et al., 2021), engagement (Al’Abri et al., 2022), and retaining with high quality and effectiveness (You, 2014; Madigan and Kim, 2021). The study findings provide evidence-based information regarding the current trends and underlying psychological reasons for university teachers’ dissatisfaction, burnout, and turnover, which might be useful for educators, university administrators, and policymakers framing policy and institutional decisions. Further research-based programs and policies should be developed and distributed to promote university teachers’ teaching self-efficacy.


Limitations

There are some limitations to the present study. First, the findings cannot be generalized to a broader population because of the potential sample selection bias of the convenience sampling method. Convenience sampling might limit the participants who were interested in the study; thus, we might have oversampled the participants with favorable properties (e.g., low job stress and high self-efficacy). Indeed, our sample’s baseline job stress level was low (M = 2.36 out of 5, SD = 0.63), while the average CTSE was high (M = 79.03 out of 100, SD = 0.11.07). The average job satisfaction was a moderate level (M = 2.79 out of 5, SD = 0.48). Therefore, it is possible that teachers with a high level of self-efficacy and a moderate level of satisfaction participated in the study. More replication studies with various samples should be conducted based on advanced sampling techniques (e.g., probability sampling).” Secondly, the sample was primarily drawn from universities in a province and may not be nationally representative in China. Data collection from various higher institutions may provide a broad picture and a different finding for the study. Third, causal explanations should be avoided due to the cross-sectional survey design. Future research should investigate the effect of job stress on job satisfaction utilizing longitudinal data with multiple waves because such longitudinal research design would allow the mediation tests to be relatively less biased (Maxwell and Cole, 2007). In addition, reducing the number of the original scales (CWSS, MSQ) might deteriorate the content and construct validity of the scale. More thorough investigations of the validity of such shortened scales should be performed to ensure the implications of the study findings. Finally, more in-depth qualitative studies (e.g., interviews) could assist in explaining the quantitative findings.



Implications

Notwithstanding these limitations, the results of this study have practical implications for university and college teachers, teacher programmers, school leaders, and policy and decision-makers in higher education. College teaching self-efficacy could be a valuable resource for teachers, and it may influence teachers to adopt good stress-coping skills and develop a positive attitude toward their job. The results can benefit the pre-service and in-service university and college teachers because they would try to find good ways to enhance their well-being by knowing the linkage among job stress, teaching self-efficacy, and job satisfaction. University teachers in China can dedicate much effort to enhancing their teaching competence by proactively being involved in more teaching practices and developing self-regulatory skills to cope with the stressors of the high demands of universities and colleges.

The findings are helpful for teacher programmers to take teacher psychological variables into account and design and offer appropriate programs and practices that engage teachers in teaching activities and strategies that help raise their self-efficacy beliefs. By engaging in more teaching practices and training, teachers will improve their pedagogical competence and thus improve their self-efficacy beliefs because mastery experience is the key source of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). In addition, education programmers should also provide teachers with opportunities to observe the teaching practices of award-winners because teachers may continually communicate with competent teachers to enrich their teaching experience and thus enhance their self-efficacy beliefs by observing other teachers’ ability to accomplish a teaching task.

Equally, school leaders can benefit from this study by building a supportive and cooperative environment for university teachers. School leaders could help teachers deal with excessive demands and promote a healthier university which helps lessen work-related stressors and welcome job satisfaction, creating a sustainable working environment in which teachers improve teaching, have more chances to get promotions, and develop their teaching self-efficacy. In a cooperative environment, teachers should seek feedback from the principal or their colleagues, which is helpful for the job satisfaction and psychological safety of newly qualified- teachers (Vanmol et al., 2022). School leaders should also provide more resources and opportunities for university teachers (especially assistant instructors) to engage in teaching programs, teaching seminars, teaching contests, and challenging work. These practices add to novice teachers’ teaching experiences and help raise teaching self-efficacy when it is impossible for them to increase their teaching years.

Finally, policy and decision-makers in higher education can take advantage of the findings by reframing and changing some personnel policies to decrease teachers’ job stress and increase job satisfaction. Policymakers could reframe and lower the criteria of teaching evaluation and job promotion for university teachers by reducing the high demand for the number of publications and research funds.




Conclusion

Several scholars have investigated the relationship between job stress, teaching self-efficacy, and job satisfaction among K-12 school teachers (e.g., Klassen and Chiu, 2010; Gilbert et al., 2014; Han et al., 2021). However, very few (e.g., Han et al., 2021) investigated their relationship in higher educational contexts. This study filled the gap and found that teaching self-efficacy undermines the negative effect of faculty job stress on job satisfaction. Our mediation model provides more information for understanding the mechanisms underlying the job stress-satisfaction relationship, with participants with firmer self-efficacy beliefs less likely to connect job stress to a lower level of job satisfaction. The present study contributes to the literature by replicating previous research on links between faculty job stress, teaching self-efficacy, and job satisfaction. Implications are provided to help administrators in higher educational institutions reduce faculty job stress via improving teaching self-efficacy in teachers’ navigation of their job satisfaction.
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The study aimed to examine the effect of ethical leadership on employees' ethical work behavior. Furthermore, this study examined the mediating role of organizational commitment in the relationship between ethical leadership and employees' ethical work behavior. This study was conducted in a public-sector educational organization, and 500 questionnaires were distributed among targeted employees. Out of these, 400 valid responses were received from individuals working in the education sector in China. The findings showed a positive and significant impact of ethical leadership on employees' ethical work behavior. We found that organizational commitment also significantly mediates the relationship between ethical leadership and employees' ethical work behavior. The practical implications of the current study are useful for all organizations in the public sector. As ethical leadership is positively related to employees' work behavior, we recommend that organizations should develop and conduct such training programs to promote ethical work behavior. Leaders with a strong sense of ethics should be hired to encourage ethical work behavior within the organization. Furthermore, organizations can conduct management training programs, seminars, and workshops to encourage such behavior. Ethical behavior can be encouraged among employees by making it a clear requirement of their jobs. To achieve positive results, top management and leadership must educate employees on the value and importance of ethical behavior in the workplace.
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 organizational commitment, ethical work behavior, education sector, ethical leadership, China


1. Introduction

Recent ethical scandals have drawn attention to the importance of and need for further research on the ethical behavior of leaders and followers, especially in the public sector. The results presented by the 2018 federal employee viewpoint survey in the USA show that the value of honesty and integrity was not maintained by their leaders, as 45% of government employees and 34% of private-sector employees were reluctant to expose violations of rules and regulations due to fear of retaliation. Brown and Treviño (2006) defined ethical leadership (EL) as the “demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships and their promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision making.” EL is demonstrated to be a leadership style that helps leaders treat their subordinates fairly, honestly, and respectfully. This behavior encourages them to be ethical and take more initiatives, which ultimately helps accomplish organizational goals. Brown and Treviño (2006) claimed that ethical leaders are eager to enhance the ethical behavior of their followers by providing guidance, communicating moral standards, and having a sense of responsibility regarding their conduct. Over the past decade, more attention has been given to demonstrating and studying the meaning of EL and its results by adopting systematic approaches (Hassan et al., 2014; Fehr et al., 2015).

Organizations focus on research and development for business growth to gain a competitive advantage over their rival organizations. This concept strongly emphasizes the synchronization of the organization–human relationship to achieve maximum productivity (Huo et al., 2022). The relationship between leaders and subordinates is meant to be stronger if leaders maintain respect, care, and honesty regarding decisions related to employees' wellbeing (Li et al., 2022). Such moral behavior of supervisors serves as a driving force for followers, which enhances organizational commitment (OC) and positively improves employees' ethical work behavior (EWB). The ethical aspects of leadership have received greater consideration from academia and researchers based on the recurring ethical scandals both in public- and private-sector organizations in recent years (Ahmad et al., 2021; Banks et al., 2021; Koay and Lim, 2021; Qasim et al., 2021). Martin et al. (2022) investigated the role of EL in team efficacy. Eluwole et al. (2022) stated that EL leads to employee outcomes.

Ethical leaders are reliable role models for their followers and treat them with respect and dignity. Many scholars describe them as being honest, caring, unbiased decision-makers who are also involved in ethical aspects that encourage subordinates' EWB by providing them with rewards, recognition, and penalties depending on their behavior (Qing et al., 2020; Zeb et al., 2021; Idrees et al., 2022). In the present study, we focused on the mediating role of OC in the EL-EWB link. Some researchers recently studied the mediating role of OC (Akhtar et al., 2019; Ashfaq et al., 2021; Choudhary and Saini, 2021; Donkor et al., 2021).

To avoid economic crises and repeated ethical scandals, the field of business work ethics has undergone numerous transformations to promote transparency and ethical behavior improvement. Formal and informal ethical codes of conduct were developed and implemented to enhance EWB in the workplace, but the ethics code alone cannot ensure EWB. As we observed in Islamic culture, especially in China's public-sector organizations, there is an increasing trend in ethical scandals, and many unethical conducts of employees have been reported. These behavioral issues are significantly contributing to the downfall and financial loss of government organizations (Yasir and Rasli, 2018; Aslam et al., 2021). The current economic condition of China is at its worst, and almost every public sector organization is facing a crisis and, therefore, is not generating profits to support the country's economy. The unethical behavior of employees in the workplace is rapidly increasing in China, causing financial loss and other organizational-level issues, especially in public-sector organizations. This includes leaving the office early (66%), taking longer breaks for lunch (90%), misusing official computers for gaming, entertainment, and social media instead of work (49%), stealing office equipment (49%), and making unofficial calls from office telephones (94%) (Bashir et al., 2012). The behavior of ethical leaders and their traits can transform their employees' perceptions of their work, their beliefs, and their views about the context of work. This transformation in their behavior will motivate them to exert extra effort in their work and avoid unethical conduct at the workplace.

It is essential to explore the factors that significantly affect the emergence of ethical behaviors in the workplace for the achievement of organizational objectives in order to overcome the economic crisis. Due to the severity and intensity of ethical behavior in the workplace, this research will contribute to the understanding and implementation of work ethics to enhance the ethical behavior of leaders and employees in China's public sector organizations.

The current study observed the causal-effect relationship between the variables, which is exploratory. This study contributes to the literature on behavioral research by further studying different constructs that contribute to shaping employees' behavior in a different field. It will serve as a guide for measuring the effect of EL on EWB by using a different mediator and moderator variables. This study is also helpful in different settings: the study findings, from an educational point of view, are expected to help higher educational institutions sustain their moral values and norms to foster an ethically rich culture. It will also help them to understand their role in national development and how they provide relevant knowledge to their students. Educational institutes should provide knowledge related to ethical and moral values, which we have also learned from our religious teachings. Currently, many higher education institutes are focusing solely on the results their students achieve. Nevertheless, they should motivate their faculty and students to practice an ethical code of conduct, which, ultimately, also helps shape the ethical behavior of society at large.



2. Literature review


2.1. Social learning theory

Social learning theory stipulates that people in a given society aim to learn from and imitate the behavior of those with superior social status and higher ranks (Bandura, 1969; Bandura and Walters, 1977). The behavior of employees toward their leader and coworkers reflects the same behavior because they imitate and learn it. Being better at taking accountability for their actions, ethical leaders make it clear to their teams what the organization's goals are and what is expected of them (Kalshoven and Den Hartog, 2009). First, employees also behave similarly by imitating, learning, and helping others achieve the organization's ultimate goals. EL consists of two essential and associated dimensions in which the leader first sets the ethical standards and then provides rewards, recognition, and penalties to ensure these standards are followed. Second, these leaders exhibit desirable qualities such as honesty, integrity, credibility, care, and respect for other employees through their behavior in the workplace (Yang and Wei, 2017; Huo et al., 2022). A leader observes the behaviors of other people and the outcomes of such behaviors to learn ethical standards, acquires related knowledge by evaluating the information, and retains the processed information. Furthermore, a formal code of conduct can be developed as a standardized guideline for developing ethical behavior in the workplace.



2.2. Ethical leadership and EWB

Ethical leaders develop a positive and high-quality relationship with their followers by respecting, caring for, and valuing their followers' beliefs and making decisions with their followers' wellbeing in mind; this encourages their followers to behave ethically in the workplace (Zhu et al., 2004). Many previous studies indicated that ethical leaders encourage constructive emotions and a sense of belongingness among their followers, which results in them developing a strong bond with the leader's beliefs, values, and targets (Ribeiro et al., 2018). Pastin (1988) also demonstrated in his study that corporations have given attention to EL because it will foster a culture of weak organizations and establish a good relationship with their employees. When ethical leaders treat employees through two-way communication to show them that they are part of the organization, employees become motivated to engage and achieve the organization's overall objectives (Babalola et al., 2019). Cognition plays a vital role in learning when employees observe the behaviors of their leaders. Social learning theory demonstrates that employees learn through observations, imitations, and modeling; employees learn by observing attitudes, behaviors, and the results of others' behaviors. Thus, the employees gradually behave accordingly by imitating the behavior of their role models.

The study by Kalshoven et al. (2016) indicated that ethical leaders work efficiently because their expectations toward employees are clear. Furthermore, they indicated that an ethical leader communicates openly and fairly, influencing a positive relationship with the employees' behavior. Okan and Akyüz (2015) suggested that EL predicts some outcomes, such as the leader's effectiveness, job satisfaction, devotion to exert more effort, and readiness to report any ethical problems. Understanding its mutual benefits and involving employees in the decision-making process to achieve organizational objectives shape the EWB of employees. It promotes positive work behavior, as they feel that their leader is trustworthy and fairly involved in helping them achieve the targets (Brown and Treviño, 2006).

Meyer et al. (1993) explained that ethical leaders serve as role models, encouraging integrity, dignity, credibility, and trust within the organization; the followers reciprocate the ethical behavior with high OC. When an ethical leader discusses moral values and business ethics with their followers and acts as a model for them by demonstrating how to perform in the right way, the followers reciprocate the same behavior by imitating the traits of their leaders. Leaders can precisely identify which behaviors encourage EWB. Then, they will attempt to modify their behaviors to treat their subordinates fairly and without bias in order to make them feel good (Brown and Treviño, 2006).

Moreover, Yang and Wei (2017) indicated that EL positively influences employee behavior toward work. They further added that EL establishes EWB by listening to and keeping the best interests of subordinates in mind while making a decision. The followers understand that strict disciplinary action will be taken against them if they are involved in unethical conduct and violate the organization's ethical standards. A leader's positive gesture enhances employees' motivation to do their work more efficiently and effectively. Furthermore, many previous studies indicated that EL is positively influenced by various dimensions of leadership effectiveness toward employees' enhancement, commitment, and work performance as well (Yang and Wei, 2017; Babalola et al., 2019; Qing et al., 2020; Banks et al., 2021; Koay and Lim, 2021).

Belschak et al. (2018) asserted that there are various suitable ways to influence EWB among employees. They further added that, in this way, employees feel more confident about their job requirements and efficiently perform them. Some other researchers suggested that employees who have a positive relationship with ethical leaders are more likely to develop an inspirational goal and even lead their organization to tremendous success (Akhtar et al., 2020a, 2022a; Javed et al., 2021). Furthermore, some previous studies also supported the idea that ethical leadership helps employees attain organizational objectives more confidently as they are committed, sincere, and honestly follow the instructions given by their leaders (Ahmad et al., 2021; Banks et al., 2021; Koay and Lim, 2021).

H1: Ethical leadership is positively related to EWB.



2.3. Mediating role of OC

The OC influences as a mediator and has the power to enhance EWB in the organization (Mowday, 1979). Akhtar et al. (2022b) recommended that some diverse employees have dissimilar norms, values, customs, and cultures, and it is the organization's responsibility to make them feel safe and positive. They further added that, in this way, employees feel that employees become an essential member of their organization, thereby making them more committed to it.

Brown and Treviño (2006) elucidated that the attributes of ethical leaders make them more valuable and attractive among their followers. Furthermore, the followers receive more respect, consideration, and support from their leaders, making them feel highly grateful and thus, developing a positive attitude with greater job satisfaction and commitment. Indeed, ethical leaders treat employees fairly and equally while making important decisions regarding job design and related activities. These attributes provoke enthusiasm and trust among followers, which contribute to OC (Ko et al., 2020). Lapointe and Vandenberghe (2018) also concluded in their study that OC was also significantly influenced by organizational and personal factors, which are interconnected with emotions and emotional reactions and, as a result, affect organizational productivity and productivity performance.

Qing et al. (2020) elucidated in their study, which was conducted in the public sector of China, that employee attitudes are positively influenced by EL, making their commitment and loyalty toward their organization stronger and more robust. They further added that EL positively impacts an organization and its employees' work behaviors. Observational learning theory suggests that when ethical leaders give rewards and punishments, it increases and decreases the chances of behaviors recurring. Brown and Treviño (2006) discovered that when organizations maintain their moral values and principles by implementing EL, employees' OC and loyalty are positively enhanced. They further added that EL has a positive and significant impact on OC, and the turnover ratio of employees is significantly reduced. Such committed employees ultimately strengthen the ethical culture of organizations and positively impact employees' work behavior. Similarly, unethical behavior of leaders weakens organizational culture and subordinates' commitment, which negatively impacts work behavior.

H2: OC mediates the relationship between EL and EWB.




3. Research methodology

This section explains the methodology of this study, which includes the nature of the study, research design and approach, method of data collection, and questionnaire design. Furthermore, this section describes the target population, unit of analysis, sampling technique, and sample size. It also explains the techniques of data analysis that have been used in this thesis. The study's research model was developed within the framework of theoretical assumptions and antecedent literature, which suggest that EL would be effective on followers' EWB and OC. In contrast, OC plays an intermediary role in the relationship between EL and EWB, making the current study's design essential to determining cause and effect.

We used a deductive approach to test the implications of social learning theory on EL and EWB. The positivist social and quantitative approaches have been used in this study. The current study was based on a cross-sectional time horizon and mono method. The survey technique was applied to measure the impact of all constructs. The present study investigated the impact of EL on EWB in public-sector organizations in China. Therefore, it is also pertinent to determine the unit of analysis before deciding on the target population. Previous studies used it (Akhtar et al., 2020b, 2022c; Syed et al., 2021; Huo et al., 2022).

The target population is public-sector organizations, where the public directly interacts with employees on a daily basis, and employees frequently interact with their managers and reporting officers. Therefore, EWB matters greatly in such organizations for better customer service and performance. We selected four universities that have more than 10,000 employees. The purposive or judgmental sampling technique was cost-efficient, time-effective, and helpful in approaching the target quickly. In the current study, only public-sector organizations were selected for data collection, and the sample size was determined as around 400 respondents with a 95% confidence level and a p = 0.5 from the overall population of four organizations (Yamane, 1973).


3.1. Variable measurements
 
3.3.1. Ethical leadership

This study used a 10-item scale to measure the ethical behavior of leaders developed by Brown and Treviño (2006). The scale is reliable because Cronbach's alpha is 0.814. We used a five-point Likert scale to measure the items. Sample items included “Discusses business ethics or values with employees.”



3.3.2. OC

The 18-item scale OC developed by Allen and Meyer (1993) was used. The scale is reliable because Cronbach's alpha is 0.747. We used a five-point Likert scale to measure the items. Sample items were, “I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization.”



3.3.3. Ethical work behavior

To measure ethical behavior in the workplace, a 13-item scale was used, which was developed by Loe et al. (2000). This scale is reliable as Cronbach's alpha is 0.745. We used a five-point Likert scale to measure the items. Sample items included “I think my coworkers do not pass the blame for errors on to an innocent colleague.”





4. Data analysis

The current study distributed questionnaires to 500 employees of public-sector organizations, of which 430 responses were collected. These collected questionnaires were thoroughly checked; the excluded questionnaires had missing values. A total of 400 valid responses were received, with an 80% response rate.

The findings reveal that the percentage of men who participated in this survey was 82%, while only 18% of women participated. The employees' participation level regarding age group in the survey represents that 27.8% were in the 21–30 age group, 59.8% were in the 31–40 age group, 11% were in the 41–50 age group, and 1.5% belonged to the 51 and above age group. Regarding the education level, 6.3% were intermediate employees, 53% were graduate employees, 40.3% were postgraduate employees, and 0.5% had a doctorate. A total of 74.8% of government employees participated in this survey, and 25.2% were semi-government department employees. We used gender, age, and education as control variables, as recent studies have used them (Syed et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022).

The findings in Table 1 reveal a positive correlation between EL and EWB (r = 0.627, p = 0.000), EL and OC (r = 0.639, p = 0.000), and OC and EWB (r = 0.697, p = 0.000).


TABLE 1 Correlation analysis.

[image: Table 1]


4.1. Hypotheses testing

The results showed that EL has a positive influence on EWB (B = 0.248, t = 6.95, p = 0.04). As a result of the preceding findings, Hypothesis 1 is verified. As per H2, OC plays a mediating role between EL and EWB. Thus, according to Table 2, OC mediates the effect of EL on EWB (B = 0.258, SE = 0.039, CI = 0.19, 0.34), as both confidence interval boundaries did not contain zero, supporting H2.


TABLE 2 Mediation results.
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5. Discussion

This study aimed to explore the empirical and theoretical relationships between EL and EWB, where OC is used as a mediator for public-sector employees. Our findings also confirmed the conclusion of previous research where the effect of EL on OC and EWB was explored (Qing et al., 2020). The study findings confirmed the first hypothesis of the current study, i.e., EL is positively related to employee EWB, confirming that leaders who practice EL have a significantly positive impact on their EWB. The employees tend to reciprocate the ethical behavior when they recognize that they are treated equally and fairly by their supervisors and leaders. Ethical leaders influence employees' behavior by making fair and balanced decisions and involving them in the decision-making process. Hence, the study findings supported the arguments and confirmed the findings of previous studies by demonstrating that, when leaders keep the best interests of subordinates in mind and properly listen to what they want to say, it will ultimately develop trust and altruism and promote EWB. These leaders are trustworthy and honest and encourage ethical behavior among their subordinates by communicating moral standards and punishing employees who violate these ethical standards (Yang and Wei, 2017). Leaders are able to precisely identify which behaviors motivate EWB. They will modify their behaviors to treat their subordinates fairly and without bias to make them feel good (Brown and Treviño, 2006). Engelbrecht et al. (2017) also discovered that EL improves employee behavior.

The study findings for the second hypothesis of the current study, i.e., OC mediates the relationship between EL and employee EWB, confirm the previous research findings that OC positively mediates the association between EL and employees' work behavior. Meyer et al. (2002) explained that ethical leaders promote integrity, dignity, credibility, and trust within the organization by presenting themselves as role models, and the followers reciprocate the ethical behavior with a high OC level. Okan and Akyüz (2015) suggested that EL predicted some outcomes like a leader's effectiveness, OC, devotion to exert more effort, and readiness to report the ethical problem. Furthermore, they indicated that an ethical leader communicates openly and fairly, influencing positive behavior toward employees. Engelbrecht et al. (2017) also concluded that ethical leaders improve employee behavior. They further added that EL establishes an EWB work environment within organizations. Furthermore, many previous studies indicated that EL is positively influenced by various dimensions of leadership effectiveness toward employees' enhancement, commitment, and work behavior (Hassan et al., 2014; Yang and Wei, 2017; Ribeiro et al., 2018; Babalola et al., 2019; Qing et al., 2020; Banks et al., 2021; Donkor et al., 2021; Koay and Lim, 2021).


5.1. Practical implications

The following are the practical implications of the study. First, this study established that EL is valuable in developing OC and EWB. This study also suggested that the role of EL is essential to providing appropriate guidance in ethical dilemmas to encourage EWB. Second, the study's findings revealed that EL has a strong, positive impact on employees' work behavior. Thus, it is anticipated that leaders and organizations should ascertain such situations in which they can develop employees' work behaviors. It is further suggested that organizations should conduct seminars and conduct training sessions to boost employee EWB. Third, as the EL has a significant and positive impact on OC and EWB, organizations must encourage ethical behaviors among their employees. For example, organizations can develop and hire leaders with a strong, wise vision of moral obligations.

Furthermore, organizations can conduct management training programs and workshops to encourage such behavior. Fourth, ethical behavior can be encouraged among employees by making it part of their job requirements. The organization can display on information boards that such behaviors will be adequately punished or rewarded so that all employees feel obligated to perform ethically. To achieve positive results, top management, and leadership must educate employees on the value and importance of ethical behavior in the workplace. Finally, the organizations can develop a proper ethical code of conduct and devise policies accordingly to enhance EWB among subordinates.



5.2. Limitations and future directions

The core objective of the research was to explore the impact of EL on EWB. First, we used only one mediator, which performed a significant mediating role between the EL and EWB. Second, data were collected only from China. Third, the only participants in this study were employees of public-sector organizations. Private firms could not be included in this study. Fourth, a self-reported bias may exist, as the respondents were supposed to answer questions about the ethical behavior of their coworkers and leaders. Since this study was conducted using the quantitative approach, future researchers should use the mixed-methods approach to further explore the relationship among the variables. Fifth, the scope of the research can be enhanced by examining other areas of Asia. Sixth, this research can also be conducted in China's business, corporate, and private sectors. Finally, the model can also be applied to other sectors, cultures, contexts, and countries.



5.3. Conclusion

This study extended the discussion on the impact of EL on the EWB of public-sector employees in the context of China. The study findings confirmed the acceptance of the stated hypothesis, which explains that EL enhances EWB. Furthermore, OC performs an important role as a mediator and promotes the relationship between EL and EWB. By emphasizing the significance of EL, the findings of this study can help employees enhance EWB. It also helps scholars and practitioners better understand the impact of OC on EWB from the viewpoint of developing countries. Further, the finding indicates that the EL and OC have a significantly positive impact on the EWB of employees in China. Much recent research, however, has been conducted to explore the impact of EL in developed countries. EL, OC, and their impact on EWB vary across nations. This study is helpful and provides a baseline for scholars and practitioners to study this phenomenon in different cultures and sectors, especially in growing and developing countries. Hence, this study will help them recognize the significance of EL, and its implementation in every sector will become necessary for EWB.
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The present study sifts the indirect role of psychological capital (PsyCap) in linking authentic leadership (AL) and job performance (JP). Furthermore, this study investigates the interplay of AL and perceived organizational support (POS) in PsyCap. We tested these assumptions through PROCESS macro with two sources of data collected from 350 employees and their respective colleagues working in education sector organizations in China. The study findings established that AL positively influences employee performance directly and indirectly through PsyCap. POS moderates the effects of AL on PsyCap such that this relationship gets more pronounced in individuals with high levels of POS. All organizations in the education sector can benefit from the current study’s practical application. We recommend that firms create and implement these training programs to improve JP since AL is favorably correlated with JP. The organization should pick executives with a vision to encourage e-JP. To promote this behavior, firms can also hold management training seminars, conferences, and programs. Making performance a clear necessity within job criteria will encourage it among personnel. To achieve great results, top management and leadership must inform the workforce about the importance of authentic behavior in the workplace.
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1. Introduction

Quality leadership is desperately needed in the education industry, which functions in a complicated environment marked by technological and economic developments (Akhtar et al., 2021; Syed et al., 2021). As increasing cases of corporate fraud and scams are revealed throughout the world, the need for more positive, authentic, and value-based leadership has become more apparent (Akhtar et al., 2022). Stakeholders want their leaders to operate with a high level of honesty (Akhtar et al., 2020a). In this environment, genuine leadership has gotten a lot of press in the business world, prompting a spike in organizational behavior (OB) study (Akhtar et al., 2022). Authentic leadership (AL) is frequently regarded as a prerequisite for all other types of constructive leadership (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). AL has enhanced self-awareness via an ethical climate and transparent relationship with followers (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Self-awareness relates to one’s perception of oneself, the degree to which one is aware of one’s strengths and faults, and one’s effect on others. An internalized moral perspective, in which one’s actions and behavior are regulated by personal values and moral principles, is a metaphor for self-regulation. The level of openness and honesty with which one shares information and expresses one’s actual emotions is referred to as relational transparency. The degree to which a leader weighs all relevant information before making a choice is referred to as balanced processing. The possibility of regaining stakeholder confidence, trust, hope, resilience, and optimism is highlighted by supporters of AL (Avolio et al., 2004).

The research on AL is still in its early stages, which is surprising given the novelty of the idea. Despite the conceptualization shared by academics and practitioners that AL fosters encouraging employee behavior at work, there is a dearth of actual evidence to support this claim (Gardner et al., 2021). AL, such as moral integrity, care for others, and consistency between actions and moral principles, attempts to create a productive workplace (Clapp-Smith et al., 2009; Hannah et al., 2011). Leaders are moral and genuine. Since the concept is new, AL research is still in its very infant stage. Although theorists and practitioners alike contend that genuine leadership fosters positive employee attitudes and behavior in firms, there is a dearth of empirical data to support this claim (Gardner et al., 2011). Despite the benefits of AL on employee behavior, there are currently few empirical studies that support the relationships and mechanisms between AL and followers’ behavior (Ribeiro et al., 2020). Haque et al. (2021) found that the mechanism through which leaders stimulate followers’ behavior has not been well analyzed. Further research is still needed to substantiate these claims, according to Ribeiro et al. (2020), to confirm the AL-behavior linkage needed to identify the relevant mediating factors. Kim et al. (2022) stated that AL boosts task performance via emotional sharing. Aria et al. (2019) confirmed that AL affect turnover intentions via POS among teachers. Moreover, it is not well understood how genuine leadership affects follower results psychologically from the ground up (Lei et al., 2021; Akhtar et al., 2022). Although recent research has identified self-efficacy as a potential mediator (Lei et al., 2021) of the link between AL and employee outcomes, investigating various underlying mechanisms allows for a deeper understanding of the nature of interactions. This is especially true for a developing concept like AL, which is still in its early phases of growth. AL is considered a part of human resource management (HRM). Recently, studies have focused on the outcomes of HRM, such as job performance (JP) (Akhtar et al., 2020a; Yu et al., 2022), social capital and performance (Singh et al., 2021), psychological safety (Moin et al., 2021), and presenteeism (Haque, 2018).

Since human energy can be infectious, encounters between staff members and AL might help them recharge (Wang and Xie, 2020). Psychological capital (PsyCap) includes features such as self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience. An AL energizes and motivates his or her subordinates while also bringing rich resources into the organization under the signaling theory. Under authentic leaders, employees’ PsyCap, hope, and positive affectivity grow (Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Rego et al., 2014). PsyCap was found to be favorably associated with the majority of employee behavioral outcomes (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017). The AL style holds that leaders develop their legitimacy via moral underpinnings, respect, and open communication with their followers. Typically, AL encourages openness and facilitates the growth of trust between superiors and followers, both of which are essential for personal success (Walumbwa et al., 2008).

There have been no empirical studies in OB research too far that examine the link between AL and PsyCap and their association with individual performance. Furthermore, limited empirical data indicate how cognitive processes may explain the association between AL and individual performance. The lack of clarity on the nexus between these two critical variables and the methods via which AL relates to individual performance hinders the ability of OB researchers to provide evidence-based recommendations. Given the positive impact of PsyCap witnessed in OB and the role of AL recognized by extant research in positive psychology to achieve personal success (Luthans et al., 2019). The primary aim of this study is to determine whether individual PsyCap mediates the effects of AL on their performance at various levels of perceived organizational support (POS).

The moderating function of POS is also investigated in this study. In addition, POS can forecast employee outcomes when combined with other factors (Chen and Eyoun, 2021; Côté et al., 2021). Côté et al. (2021) stated that POS buffered the presenteeism and job satisfaction relationship in the education sector. Employees with higher POS experience decreased turnover intentions (Huang et al., 2021) and job stress (Xu and Yang, 2021). Higher POS workers are more prone to have a sense of entitlement (Alnaimi and Rjoub, 2021). As a result, in the context of education, the current study uses POS as a moderator between AL and PsyCap.

The current study makes a noteworthy contribution to the literature on AL. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to look at the connection between AL and worker performance using PsyCap. This study, therefore, contributes to the corpus of research that has already examined the impacts of AL, which in turn contributes to the consequences of AL. Second, we think the relationship between AL and PsyCap is more complicated and susceptible to external organizational influences. Thus, we add to the corpus of current information by proposing POS as a boundary condition on the AL–PsyCap relationship. By reexamining human resource policy, this study offers managers a comprehensive framework for encouraging AL in the workplace.



2. Theory and hypotheses development

The signaling theory explains the information asymmetries between two parties, by which asymmetric information is disturbed by the quality of information about intent (Stiglitz, 2000). When employees receive signals, such as moral integrity, care for others, and consistency between actions and moral principles, they attempt to create a productive workplace from AL, so individuals can feel PsyCap, and they are actively indulged in positive outcomes.


2.1. AL and job performance

Nearly six decades ago, the notion of AL was first discussed in the literature, resulting in a rapidly expanding body of academic and empirical study (Gardner et al., 2011). Since the theory’s birth, AL has been considered one of the most important components affecting followers’ behavior (Wang and Xie, 2020; Gardner et al., 2021; Akhtar et al., 2022). According to Akhtar et al. (2022), leaders who lead individuals with authenticity can promote a favorable atmosphere and long-term follower accomplishment. When AL fully acknowledges their talents and weaknesses, communicates their thoughts honestly, maintains an appropriate proportion in their perspective, and exhibits strong moral values in their conduct and interactions, an increase in JP is expected (Alilyyani et al., 2018). AL is viewed as the primary source of good leadership behavior needed to achieve constructive work-related results (Avolio and Gardner, 2005).

Authentic leadership acts according to its ideals and works to establish open and sincere communication with its followers (Gardner et al., 2005). It may set an example for others and practice open communication (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). By setting an example for others, leaders exhibit their dedication to the task at hand and instruct those who follow them on how to be mentally, physically, and emotionally alert while working. According to Walumbwa et al. (2010), real leaders’ ethical actions are likely to influence their followers because of their allure and authority as role models. Under AL, followers often absorb the beliefs and values of the leaders and act in a way that is congruent with their ideals and ethics. For instance, AL is seen by followers as being governed by high moral standards and characterized by fairness, honesty, and integrity in interacting with followers (Avolio et al., 2004). Because of their openness, optimism, and high ethical standards, these leaders can inspire others to share their ideals. As a result, followers are inspired to engage in constructive action and develop a sense of self-worth and duty to return the favor (Ilies et al., 2005).

Authentic leadership sets a good example in the workplace by demonstrating confidence, hope, and optimism (Gardner et al., 2005). Positive attitudes and emotions may be infectious, leading to a good trickle-down effect within companies to stimulate positive emotional and cognitive growth among their followers, resulting in more JP. AL examine all necessary facts objectively while making a choice; they provide a fair and transparent workplace atmosphere. Employees in such a workplace are more conscious of the value of assisting others and are encouraged to do so (Walumbwa et al., 2010); hence, they participate in high JP. Therefore, we argued that:







	

	H1: AL is positively related to JP.






2.2. The mediating role of psychological capital

PsyCap (hope, optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience) of any individual has a great impact on the JP of that specific individual. On the other hand, AL could also create such a wonderful and achievable environment in which they can perform in a better way because AL develops such a capacity under which they put their optimal efforts that are more beneficial to achieve the desired goals of himself. Therefore, when leaders adopt the AL style, they will prepare authentic followers who will grow with the qualities of AL (transparency, moral/ethics, balanced processing, and self-conscience). It is criticized that the environment in which AL adopts that permit an undefended atmosphere under which access of followers could be enhanced for support, information, and resources (Walumbwa et al., 2008).

AL develops a capacity in the followers under which they can complete their work efficiently and effectively (Akhtar et al., 2022). It enables them to perform efficiently and settle/compromise with the job and be emotionally strong; this way, the AL cultivates positive emotions in the followers (Bento and Ribeiro, 2013). PsyCap also plays a vital role in the behavioral and mental development of a person. Previous research has found that employees’ PsyCap is critical to the effective completion of their jobs (Luthans and Youssef, 2004). Employees with more PsyCap, according to Karatepe and Karadas (2015), are frequently active and committed, and they like being absorbed in their job (Peláez Zuberbühler et al., 2021).

Psychologically capable individuals have strong self-efficacy and confidence in their abilities; as a result, they can completely participate in their job, which may allow them to satisfy JP beliefs (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Furthermore, they are resilient, which means that even if they fail, they can recover and re-engage in their task, allowing them to constantly spend their energy (Bakker et al., 2011). They are also optimistic; as a result, they stay involved and do not stray from their route of completing the task at hand, fully pouring their resources into the work and performing effectively (Syed et al., 2021).







	

	H2: PsyCap mediates the relationship between AL and JP.






2.3. Moderating role of POS

Previous studies concluded that when employees get developmental training and pay raises, they feel obligated and repay the organization by achieving its objectives (Eisenberger et al., 2002; Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). POS is viewed as a resource in an organization that produces psychological outcomes (Xu et al., 2022). People perceive how they are treated by the organization through their superiors, which results in a perception of the amount of power they believe is being exerted over them (Aselage and Eisenberger, 2003). In the education sector, POS is positively related to pro-unethical work behavior (Wang X. et al., 2021), work engagement (Karatepe et al., 2022), and commitment (Zagenczyk et al., 2021). Regarding the impact of POS on PsyCap, Yang et al. (2020) concluded that organizational support predicts PsyCap. Existing studies stated that POS significantly moderates and mediates organizational relationships (Naseer and Raja, 2021).

In the education sector, individuals need POS to PsyCap to serve their customers. As in the education sector, POS works as a social clue that attenuates the RL–PsyCap relationship. We contend that POS reflects an individual’s belief about his organization (Eisenberger et al., 1986), individuals with a high level of POS will optimize the salience of AL and increases the likelihood that employees experience PsyCap. In the case of high POS, employees perceive that they get an extra reward, praise, and recognition against JP, so they can feel happy (Eisenberger et al., 2020), thus making them more prone to perform their job with vitality. POS facilitates vitality at work as, due to POS, individuals feel obligated and want to repay the organization by exerting high efforts for goal achievement (Eisenberger et al., 2002). POS promotes learning at work since it encourages people to learn new things and develop their abilities to assist the organization in achieving its objectives.

This personification tendency assigns organizations’ human-like individualities (Eisenberger et al., 1986). According to Salancik and Pfeffer (1978), high trust, integrity, fair distribution of rewards, praise, and recognition work as social clues, and thus, individuals actively engage in PsyCap. AL provides these particular resources for PsyCap. Alternatively, individuals with low POS levels view their organization has little or no commitment toward them. Then individuals with low POS are likely to perform their work with low vitality and learning. Akhtar et al. (2019) study how employees who experience high levels of POS feel obligated to enhance their JP to meet company goals and do it with all of their hearts. Thus, high POS will amplify the AL–PsyCap relationship (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
Hypothesized framework.








	

	H3: POS moderates the AL–PsyCap relationship in that the higher the POS, the stronger the aforementioned relationship.







3. Research method

Cross-sectional data from the education sector organization were used in the current study. Data were collected from January 2022 to February 2022. Individuals are the unit of analysis. We delivered 550 survey forms containing questions about AL, POS, and PsyCap, as well as demographic information, to respondents, and we got 410 usable answers. In addition, we circulated JP’s survey form to the respondents’ peers and got 372 useful responses. We gathered 350 legitimate responses after removing 22 responses that had multiple or inadequate answers (e.g., two replies to a single statement). The following requirements had to be met by employees: they had to be a part of a certain team or department, have a direct leader within that team or department, and operate in an environment where there was unity and constant communication between team members. Participation was optional, anonymous, and based on written informed permission with a flexible withdrawal policy. In addition, the researcher collected the surveys right after they were completed. We started by outlining the goal of the investigation. The study team emailed the management of each firm in advance of the survey’s administration to describe in detail the study’s goals (i.e., AL and its effects) and its methodology. Following the official’s clearance, the same study polled each supervisor (by email), working with the heads of their respective departments, to describe the nature and objectives of the current study and inquire about their openness to having their followers.

To reduce frequent method biases, the current study implemented procedural remedies and recommendations made by Podsakoff et al. (2007). We started by outlining the goal of the investigation. The study team emailed the management of each firm in advance of the surveys administration to describe in detail the study’s goals (i.e., AL and its effects) and its methodology. Following the official clearance, the same study polled each supervisor (by email), working with the heads of their respective departments, to describe the nature and objectives of the current study and inquire about their openness to having their students participate. In addition, the poll asked supervisors to inform their staff of the study’s objectives and methods and seek their participation.

Based on prior research, which indicates that having support first from the top improves the responsiveness of the prospective respondents, we chose this strategy (Dillman, 2000). Second, data were collected through a multi-source design. By which the surveys of AL, POS, and PsyCap were tapped among respondents along with their demographic details. Furthermore, the survey of JP was tabbed among the peers of the aforementioned respondents. Third, in the present study, we also used a moderator to minimize the CMB (Simons and Peterson, 2000). Previous studies reported that the chances of CMB were minimized in the presence of a moderator (Javed et al., 2020, 2021; Syed et al., 2020, 2021; Aslam et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022).


3.1. Measures

All the variables were measured by previously validated scales. All the items will be measured by the use of a five-point Likert scale.

A total of 16 items AL questionnaire (ALQ) used to measure AL Avolio (2007)α is 0.97. The item is My supervisor admits if his/her decision was wrong/mistaken. We measured POS with the help of the eight-items scale developed by Eisenberger et al. (1986). A sample question was, “My organization considers my goals and values.” The α is 0.91. The 12 items of PsyCap were adapted from Luthans et al. (2007). An example scale is “I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events.” The α was 0.92. We utilized a peer-reported seven-item scale created by Williams and Anderson (1991) with a reliability score of 0.92 to measure JP. The example items include “he or she adequately completes assigned duties.” Recently studies used the peers rating scale to measure JP by which peers rated their colleague’s performance (Akhtar et al., 2021; Syed et al., 2021).

From a total of 350 responses, 234 were men (with 66.9%) and 116 were women (with 33.1%). Likewise, 35.7% are less than 29 years old, which shows that most of our respondents are young. In total of 27% respondents are 39 years old, 22% respondents are 49 years old and 15% respondents are 50 and above years old; 18% of respondents are at the graduate level, 70.9% of respondents have master’s degrees, and 11.1% of respondents are MS degree holders. Notably, 43.4% of respondents have less than 5 years of experience, 25.7% of respondents have up to 10 years of experience, and 30% of respondents have more than 10 years of experience.

As some potential variables may influence thriving at work and megaphoning behavior, therefore, gender, age, education, department, and experience were treated as control variables because previous studies also controlled them for PsyCap and JP.




4. Results


4.1. Measurement model

All the study variables’ reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity were calculated in the current study. The findings stated that estimated loadings of all items of each underlying construct are statistically significant and greater than the 0.4 threshold (see Table 1; Hair et al., 2010). The measures are reliable as the value of Cronbach’s alpha is greater than the cutoff level of 0.7 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1978; Nunnally, 1994). We employed average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR) to measure internal validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). All variables have CRs larger than 0.7 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994), and the AVE of each construct is greater than the cutoff level of 0.5 advocated by Fornell and Larcker (1981). Furthermore, we utilized the Fornell and Larcker (1981) approach to verify discriminant validity since the correlation between the two associated variables was >for each √ of AVE (see Table 2).


TABLE 1    Confirmatory factor analysis: validity and reliability.

[image: Table 1]


TABLE 2    Discriminant validity test results.
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4.2. Correlation

According to Table 3, AL has a positive and significant correlation to POS (r = 0.53, p < 0.01), PsyCap (r = 0.65, p < 0.01), and employee JP (r = 0.63, p < 0.01). POS shows the positive and significant correlation to PsyCap (r = 0.47, p < 0.01) and employee JP (r = 0.52, p < 0.01). PsyCap shows the positive and significant correlation to the employee JP (r = 0.64, p < 0.01).


TABLE 3    Correlations mean and standard deviation of study variables.
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4.3. Hypotheses testing

Table 4 displays the findings for our H1, H2, and H3 as direct and indirect hypotheses. We employed PROCESS macro (model 4) to examine this indirect effect and PROCESS macro model 1 to assess the moderating effect (Hayes, 2017) PROCESS macro (model 4), and to test the moderating effect, we used the model 1 of PROCESS macro. With the help of PROCESS macro, we also calculated the bias-corrected confidence interval by using the bootstrap technique. The current study also employs control variables, that is, age, education, and experience, but control variables did not significantly alter the main findings of the study. Thus, for clarity and parsimony, we excluded them from tables (Carlson and Wu, 2012); however, results with controls are available from the authors.


TABLE 4    Mediating role of PsyCap.
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For H1, we anticipated that AL is positively related to JP. Results are shown in Table 4 and support our H1, as AL had a positive and significant association with positive JP (β = 0.77, p < 0.001). Furthermore, H2 states that AL is positively related to JP via PsyCap. In Table 2, we also present the indirect effect estimate (from 10,000 bootstrap samples) of AL on JP via PsyCap with 95% confidence intervals. Our results reveal that the indirect effects of AL on JP via PsyCap were significant (β = 0.31, boot 95% CI [0.10, 0.37], did not include zero). Providing support to our H2.

H3 observed the moderating role of POS on the association between AL and PsyCap. Table 5 demonstrates that AL and POS have positive and significant interactive effects on the PsyCap (β = 0.05, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05). The interactive effect pattern provides support to our H3. By following the suggestion of Aiken et al. (1991), we also demonstrated the characteristics of the interaction term. Figure 2 demonstrates that slop analysis provides support to our H3, by indicating that the interactive effect was stronger at a high level of POS (β = 0.45, boot 95% CI [0.22, 0.69], did not include zero) and weaker at a low level of POS (β = 0.20, boot 95% CI [0.03, 0.37], did not include zero). Providing support to our H3.


TABLE 5    Moderating role of POS.
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FIGURE 2
Interaction plot.





5. Discussion

In this study, we created and evaluated a conceptual model that describes how AL affects employee JP. Two ideas were conceptualized for the investigation. The original model proposed PsyCap as a mediator of the AL–JP link. POS was proposed in the second model to moderate the aforementioned link. Both ideas were supported by the findings. AL was discovered to affect JP both directly and indirectly through PsyCap. High AL employees felt their work had a purpose and had greater JP than lower AL employees. It was discovered that the PsyCap fostered by sincere leaders helped people think and perform successfully. The psychological condition of having meaningful experiences increased intrinsic motivation and caused workers to give everything they had (May et al., 2004). The active employees felt the need to articulate themselves in ways to enhance their JP. They were passionate and prepared to go above and beyond in their job to improve their JP.

Employees with high PsyCap have the strength and energy essential to perform well (Choi et al., 2020), and their more frequent experience of good affect (Fredrickson, 2001) compelled them to seek unusual paths and perform better (Choi et al., 2020). This supports our claim that AL improves perceptions of PsyCap by requiring workers to engage in decision-making and sustaining a trusting relationship through relational transparency. A person’s confidence in his capacity to generate creative ideas and partake in creative activities is increased by this sense of worth and value. In addition, feeling acknowledged increases one’s psychological readiness to do vocational duties (Kahn, 1990). The findings add and extend the findings of previous studies on AL, demonstrating its link to PsyCap (McDowell et al., 2018; Ramalu and Janadari, 2020; Wang D. et al., 2021) and JP (Duarte et al., 2021). The findings highlight the importance of AL in education sector firms in cultivating good employee behavior. These findings from education sector firms are especially significant since AL is an emerging construct, and proof of its good consequences from many cultures is required on the path toward robust theory development. This study, therefore, contributes to the body of knowledge and aids in the advancement of AL by offering crucial empirical data on its effects in a distinctive cultural context.

The findings indicate that POS modifies the relationship between AL and PsyCap. People are more likely to gain greater PsyCap from AL when they perceive that their organizations are supporting them. Previous scholars have also investigated the moderating impact of POS (Côté et al., 2021). Côté et al. (2021) concluded that POS buffered presenteeism and job satisfaction relationship. Kumar et al. (2022) confirmed that POS moderates the employee capital and taking charge behavior. As a result, the findings of their study agree with those of the current study. POS thereby modifies the association between AL and PsyCap, which is direct.


5.1. Theoretical implications

First, this study expanded the body of study on the impact of AL with findings (Gardner et al., 2021). Even though enough studies show the favorable effects of AL on employee results, there are not many studies that show how AL affects long-term, fruitful relations with employees (Gardner et al., 2011). The study’s results also suggested that a brief bond, such as PsyCap, may act as a mediator between AL and JP.

The moderation research model is the second contribution of this study. The present study found that the relationship between AL and PsyCap was moderated by POS. By using POS as a moderator, the majority of earlier studies analyzed and examined the likelihood that AL and POS will interact either synergistically or substitutively. However, our study aims to address Iqbal et al. (2018)’s need for researchers to look at how AL employs behavioral outcomes. According to our research, AL actively encourages JP among its personnel. In particular, their interplay prompts us to reconsider the notion that researchers should pay attention to both the AL and organizational variables that are closer to the AL, such as POS, in addition to just the AL itself.



5.2. Practical implications

The finding has important ramifications for organizational managers as well. The managers must be authentic. According to the findings of this study, AL affects the PsyCap of subordinates. Managers generally push their frontline staff to offer exceptional education by either empowering or supporting them (Johanson and Woods, 2008) or raising their incentives, rewards, or acknowledgment. Managers may enhance their employees’ emotional control by being more real when engaging with education staff since authenticity reduces work strain and encourages work resources (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Therefore, leaders in the education sector would work to become more authentic in their relationships with others by asking for input, stating what they mean, owning up to their mistakes when they are incorrect, and basing choices on their core values (Gardner et al., 2005).

The findings offer valuable insights to top management in terms of improving JP. The findings show that AL improves JP by increasing PsyCap. AL will assist organizations in developing an active staff, committed, and engaged in their work, in addition to assisting them in establishing such a workforce. Keeping employees motivated has evolved as the most challenging HR issue facing firms due to the expansion of multinationals in the education sector that are all vying for the same talent. Our study advances knowledge on the factors influencing PsyCap. The study gives an essential tool to organizational managers for fostering a JP-oriented workforce by establishing AL as a forecaster of PsyCap and JP.



5.3. Limitations and future directions

The limitations and future directions of this study are listed below. The orientations of the links between the variables in this study may shift, decrease, or even be strengthened by some of the factors as a result of AL’s influence on JP via PsyCap. Other potential processes explaining the benefits of AL on JP deserve additional study and exploration. In the education sector, for example, job autonomy and feedback may be linked to AL and JP. Second, the relationships between AL and subordinate JP should be investigated in diverse education situations. Employees may develop or adopt various tactics for dealing with demands in various circumstances (Seymour, 2000). Third, additional studies on leaders’ motivating functions in the education sector should be done. The energy of followers may be affected differently by different leadership philosophies, either increasing or decreasing it. This has been determined to be essential to each person’s JP (Baum and Youngblood, 1975). Positive leaders, like spiritual and caring ones, give their followers energy, while negative ones, like oppressive and destructive ones, drain it from their followers. In light of this, the results of other styles of leadership, especially dark leadership such as despotic leadership (Syed et al., 2020), leaders’ knowledge hiding (Akhtar et al., 2021), exploitative leadership (Syed et al., 2021), and super ostracism (Akhtar et al., 2020b), on the JP of education employees should be investigated from the viewpoint of human power.




6. Conclusion

The subject of how AL affects public sector employees’ JP in the unique setting of China was expanded upon in this study. The results of the investigation support the viability of the proposed concept, which explains how AL raises JP among employees. In addition, PsyCap plays a crucial role as a mediator and advances the friendship between AL and JP. The results of this study also suggested that POS mediated the association between AL and PsyCap. Therefore, this research will enable them to understand the importance of AL, and its application across all industries will become essential for the JP of employees.
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This research aimed to explore the impact of responsible leadership on teachers’ green behavior in Chinese university, and applied psychological capital as a mediator variable to establish a research model. A questionnaire was conducted with 303 teachers using convenience sampling. SPSS version 19 was used to analyze the data and Sobel was used to test the mediating relationships. The results show that responsible leadership has a positive yet significant effect on teachers’ green behavior. It also shows positive impact on psychological capital. Furthermore, psychological capital is shown to positively impact teachers’ green behavior, while having a mediating effect between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior. This study enriches the research of teachers’ green behavior and fill the gap in previous education management research. The research conclusions enable managers to better understand teachers’ green behavior and provides them with theoretical guidance for promoting psychological capital and improving teachers’ green behavior.
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1. Introduction

The rapid development of industrial civilization has brought about the rapid growth of productivity, but it has also brought about many environmental problems: ecosystem degradation is severe, biodiversity is sharply reduced, and natural disasters occur frequently. These phenomena have aroused people’s wide concern for environmental problems (Inauen et al., 2021) and also affect human health and well-being (Evans, 2019). Over the past few decades, organizations have been proactively and comprehensively addressing environmental issues (Wolff et al., 2018), as there is growing concern about the long-term antagonistic effects of climate change and environmental degradation (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). Past research has shown that green behavior among employees can help improve the environment (Zhen et al., 2002; Unsworth et al., 2021). Employee green behavior is any personally assessable behavior that can contribute to environmental sustainability in the workplace (Andersson et al., 2013). Therefore, employee green behavior has become a kind of behavior that organizations and employees work together to help the organization and the environment (Chaudhary, 2020; Tian et al., 2020). The vision and mission of for-profit and non-profit organizations differ greatly in terms of underlying motivations, one being primarily revenue driven and the other being social mission-driven (Quarter and Richmond, 2001). Thus, the mechanisms that influence employee green behavior in education may be very different from those in business but have never been explored.

Employee green behavior is a kind of positive organizational behavior, which is considered a micro activity to solve the problems of the environment and sustainable development, and is pro-social (Zhang et al., 2021). This can be demonstrated through recycling, rational use of resources, participation in environmental activities, and the maintenance of sustainable policies (De Roeck and Farooq, 2018). Based on social learning theory (Bandura, 1986), leadership is regarded as an important antecedent variable affecting employees’ green behaviors, because leaders, as representatives of an organization, exert a profound influence on employees through their words and deeds (Afsar et al., 2020). Several studies have shown that leadership style can influence employees’ green behavior, such as ethical leadership (Ahmad et al., 2021), servant leadership (Ying et al., 2020), and taoist leadership (Xing and Starik, 2017). However, the above studies are based on the binary relationship between leaders and employees, which fails to respond positively to the needs of stakeholders and is not fully consistent with the social responsibility and ethical values of the organization (Tian and Suo, 2021).

Responsible leadership is a powerful complement to existing research frameworks on leadership traits and leadership theories and can address scandals at the individual, organizational and system levels, as well as ethical and environmental challenges arising from new social and environmental issues (Pless and Maak, 2011). It is defined as the type of leadership that maintains mutual trust and collaboration between internal and external stakeholders of an organization in order to mobilize the cooperation of different stakeholders and achieve a common vision for the business (Maak and Pless, 2006). From a stakeholder perspective, responsible leadership is a hybrid of social responsibility, ethics, and leadership (Antunes and Franco, 2016; Waldman et al., 2019). Responsible leaders enhance employees’ awareness of the organization’s social responsibility and encourage them to participate in the organization’s social responsibility activities (Voegtlin et al., 2012). Also, by participating in green behavior, employees are responding to the organization’s call for social responsibility. Therefore, one of the motivations for this study was to explore the effects of responsible leadership on teachers’ green behaviors.

However, not all employees can learn and imitate the behavior of their superiors, and previous studies have not focused on the motivation resources at the individual level. The role model effect of leaders may also be affected by individual psychological factors (Bouckenooghe et al., 2015). Psychological capital has become an important part of the research on positive organizational behavior (Luthans et al., 2010). It represents a major personal motivational tendency that accumulates through positive mental constructs such as efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007). Responsible leadership requires employees to respond to the social responsibility of the organization by giving clear and transparent expected goals (Voegtlin et al., 2012), which increases followers’ motivation for positive behavior in the form of increased efficiency, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007). Therefore, the use of psychological capital as a potentially important mediating variable is of great importance for the research exploring the relationship between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior. As such, the second motivation for this study was to explore the mediating role of psychological capital between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior.

Based on the above discussion, the main contribution of this study is to explore the relationship between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior based on social learning theory, and verify the mediating role of psychological capital, to fill the gap in previous education management research.



2. Theories and hypotheses


2.1. Social learning theory

Social learning theory assumes that most human behavior is observed through modeling (Decker, 1986). Individuals can learn appropriate behavior and norms by observing the behavior of others, especially those that seem reasonable (Bandura and Walters, 1977). Also, according to social learning theory, the extent to which individuals see others as role models and imitate them depends on the power and status of others (Manz and Sims, 1981). Responsible leadership focuses on the interests of various stakeholders related to the organization’s business and exchanges information and opinions when communicating with employees (Witt and Stahl, 2016). In this interactive process, the leader conveys his views and insights to the employees, and the employees gradually accept and internalize the leader’s values by observing and imitating the words and deeds of the leader (Han et al., 2019). Leaders are the key objects for employees to observe in an organization (Tian and Suo, 2021). According to the research by Voegtlin et al. (2012), responsible leaders set a positive example for employees by focusing on all stakeholders. Responsible leadership provides ethical role models for employees by emphasizing the ethics of the leader and the behavior that follows ethical principles (Shi and Ye, 2016). Thus, responsible leaders can reduce unethical behavior among employees (Voegtlin, 2011) and conversely increase ethical behavior. In education, responsible headmasters should build trusting and ethical relationships with their stakeholders, for the success of the school and for the common good of the local community (Oplatka, 2017). As McCullough (2012) maintained, responsible headmasters need to build and maintain an organizational culture that is based on and fully supported by a full network of middle managers, teachers, parents, students and other stakeholders. In addition, responsible leaders care about their subordinates and when teachers feel the attention of leaders, positive psychological capital will be triggered, and they may take the goals of the organization as their own and strive to achieve them (Tian and Suo, 2021). Therefore, teachers will learn from responsible leaders and actively put into behavior in order to meet the goals and requirements of the school.



2.2. Responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior

Responsible leadership is defined as “a relational and ethical phenomenon that occurs in the social process of interaction with those affected by leadership and is closely related to the purpose and vision of leadership” (Maak and Pless, 2006). As an intrinsically normative approach to leadership, responsible leadership differs from other value-centered leadership theories, such as ethical leadership (Shakeel et al., 2019), service-oriented leadership (Eva et al., 2019), authentic leadership (Whitehead, 2009), and transformational leadership (Korejan and Shahbazi, 2016). The key difference between them and responsible leadership is that responsible leadership focuses primarily on social and environmental goals, as well as goals for sustainable value creation and positive change. Responsible leaders, like weavers, have the advantage of bringing stakeholders together (Maak and Pless, 2006). Responsible leaders care about the interests of domestic and foreign stakeholders, fulfill corporate social responsibilities, and encourage employees to participate in corporate social responsibility activities (Voegtlin et al., 2012). Responsible leaders believe they have an obligation to serve and be accountable to their stakeholders, including the well-being of future generations, and continually seek the desired goal of meeting the needs of a broad range of stakeholders by focusing on virtuous outcomes (Oplatka, 2017).

Employee green behavior is one of several strategies that organizations follow to improve environmental performance and achieve sustainable development goals (DuBois and Dubois, 2012). It is defined as any evaluable behavior of an individual that contributes to environmental sustainability in the workplace (Andersson et al., 2013). Ones and Dilchert (2012) state that to achieve ecological sustainability, we need to promote, influence, and change employee behavior in a way that aligns it with the environmental sustainability goals of the organization. They refer to these environment-related employee behaviors as employee green behaviors and define them as “scalable behaviors of employee participation” (Ones and Dilchert, 2012). In addition, Stern (2000) explained employee green behavior as employees’ intentional behavior to help reduce negative human behavior. It may include water conservation, efficient use of resources, waste reduction, energy conservation, and recycling (Norton et al., 2015).

Research shows that leadership style is closely related to employees’ green behaviors (Wang et al., 2018, Ahmad et al., 2021, Hameed et al., 2022). According to social learning theory (Bandura, 1986), subordinates guide their behavior by observing, imitating, and internalizing the values of the leader, leading to the replication of the leader’s behavior. There is a positive correlation between leaders’ environmental behaviors and those of their subordinates (Robertson and Barling, 2013) because leaders’ behaviors reflect their values, and leaders pass on their values to their subordinates through role models. Leaders may communicate why sustainability is important, clarify organizational direction, and set goals (Banerjee et al., 2003; Colwell and Joshi, 2013; Young et al., 2015). Their actions will increase employees’ focus on sustainability (Banerjee et al., 2003; Colwell and Joshi, 2013). Under the guidance of responsible leaders, employees will realize and understand the importance of employees’ pro-environment behaviors by imitating, learning, and following leaders (Steg and Vlek, 2009), thus increasing employees’ green behaviors.

Based on the above consideration, this study proposes research hypothesis


H1: responsible leadership has a positive and significant effect on teachers’ green behavior.





2.3. Responsible leadership and psychological capital

One form of strategic resource that has received increasing attention in the literature due to its impact on human performance is psychological capital (Ardichvili, 2011). Like human capital, psychological capital can be viewed as an asset that organizations need to embrace, develop and manage to achieve effective work behavior and organizational outcomes (Froman, 2010). It is defined as a positive state of individual psychological development and consists of four components: self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans and Youssef, 2007). Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s belief or confidence in his or her motivation, cognitive resources, or ability to successfully perform a specific task in a given setting (Stajkovic and Luthans, 1998); Optimism refers to an individual’s expectation of a positive outcome (Scheier et al., 2001); Hope is defined as a positive motivation based on an interactivity-derived state based on two aspects: agency (goal-directed energy) and path (a plan to achieve a goal; Snyder et al., 1996); Resilience refers to the ability to bounce back or recover from adversity, conflict, failure or even positive events, progress and increased responsibility (Luthans, 2002).

As an important environmental variable in an individual’s psychological capital, responsible leadership may affect psychological capital. Research has shown that leaders are a major source of both positive and negative emotions for employees at work (Dasborough and Ashkanasy, 2002). Doh and Quigley argue that responsible leaders increase employees’ trust in leaders by demonstrating their responsible and guided actions, which may bring significant benefits to the organization and relevant stakeholders, such as employee development of positive psychology (Doh and Quigley, 2014). According to social learning theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977), the example of a leader can serve as a clear road map, constitute desirable behaviors toward the realization of goals, and help employees establish positive mental states and necessary resources to perform well at work (Gardner et al., 2005; Gooty et al., 2009). Responsible leaders are very noble, do-good oriented leaders, a type of leadership that has a sense of justice, recognition, responsibility and concern for others (Cameron, 2011). A responsible leader is a good role model for employees and can help to generate more positive psychology.

Based on the above consideration, this study proposes research hypothesis


H2: responsible leadership has a positive and significant effect on psychological capital.





2.4. Psychological capital and teachers’ green behavior

The construction of psychological capital can be used to capture individual positive behavior. Individuals with high self-efficacy are driven by confidence in their ability to successfully perform certain tasks (Miao et al., 2018) and are also motivated by their behavior or the expected outcome of their behavior (Bandura, 1999). Optimistic people tend to expect positive outcomes from their actions (Bak et al., 2022). Researchers believe that resilience is related to employee behavior toward organizational development and sustainability in this rapidly changing era of globalization, where employees not only need to cope, and need to successfully recover from uncertainty, difficulties, and major changes (Luthans et al., 2007; Quick and Feldman, 2014). Also, hopeful employees are more likely to actively pursue goals, develop different ideas, and generate alternative pathways (e.g., green action plans) to achieve them (Luthans et al., 2007; Sweetman et al., 2011; Rego et al., 2012). Therefore, all four dimensions of psychological capital contribute to the positive behavior of employees. A Bangladeshi study found that employees with higher levels of positive psychological capital were more likely to engage in environmentally responsible behavior in the workplace (Afshar Jahanshahi et al., 2021). In summary, people with positive psychological capital are more likely to go beyond their regular tasks in the workplace and engage in voluntary, context-driven behavior.

Based on the above consideration, this study proposes research hypothesis


H3: psychological capital has a positive and significant effect on teachers’ green behavior.





2.5. The mediating role of psychological capital

In organizations, people with higher levels of psychological capital show better work outcomes than those with lower levels of psychological capital (Newman et al., 2014). Employees with low psychological capital are more likely to produce negative work outcomes, such as turnover intention, etc. (Zhu et al., 2022). The reason may be that individuals with high self-efficacy adjust their goals according to their beliefs about their abilities, and therefore put more effort into achieving them (Seo and Ilies, 2009, Bandura, 2012). Also, more optimistic people receive more professional and psychosocial support throughout their careers than those who are less optimistic (Higgins et al., 2010). Responsible leaders actively participate in social responsibility activities (Shi and Ye, 2016), such as providing a comfortable working environment for teachers, establishing a good learning environment for students, educating and raising children for parents, working fairly and honestly with other units, saving resources, and protecting the environment. When teachers feel supported by their leaders, positive emotions are triggered, and they are more motivated to take environmental measures to help the school achieve sustainable development goals and create a long-term competitive advantage (Tian and Suo, 2021).

Many studies have confirmed the mediating role of psychological capital in the relationship between leadership and employee behavior. For example, a study in Sri Lanka confirmed the mediating role of psychological capital between authentic leadership and organizational citizenship behavior (Ramalu and Janadari, 2020). An Indian study showed that psychological capital had a significant mediating effect between sincere leadership and additional role behavior of nurses (Malik and Dhar, 2017). A Turkish study supported the mediating role of psychological capital in the relationship between ethical leadership and service innovation behavior (Özsungur, 2019).

Based on the above consideration, this study proposes research hypothesis


H4: psychological capital has a mediating role between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior (Figure 1).



[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Research framework.





3. Research methods


3.1. Participants and procedures

The questionnaire was conducted for 2 months from September 2022 to November 2022. The study collected feedback from Chinese university faculty. HR heads of the schools were approached via emails and phones for the purpose of data collection. After a discussion on the purpose, procedure, anonymity and confidentiality of the study, some of the HR heads agreed to the request and asked the author to mail them the link to online questionnaire, which they circulated among their teachers. Questionnaires are distributed on a convenience basis. The main reason to use convenience sampling is the hectic schedule of such respondents.

Referring to Tinsley and Tinsley (1987), the number of questionnaires issued should be combined with the number of questions; the ratio of the number of items to the sample size should be between 1: 5 or 1:10. There are 28 items in this survey, and the maximum ratio is 1:10. So at least 280 valid samples are needed for this study. On the other hand, multiple regressions with sample sizes of 200–500 are valid, which may be used for more rigorous impact assessments (Ahmed et al., 2011).

In consideration of the possibility that some questionnaires might not be valid, a total of 320 questionnaires were distributed. Based on the screening of negative questions, invalid questionnaires were eliminated and 303 valid questionnaires were finally collected. To ensure the validity of the questionnaire, invalid questionnaires such as incomplete information were eliminated. Finally, 303 valid questionnaires were collected. The proportion of valid questionnaires was 94.69%. Among them, 123 cases were male, accounting for 40.60%; 180 cases (59.40%) were female. In terms of age, 91 people were between 20 and 29 years old, accounting for 30.00%; 139 people aged 30–39, accounting for 45.90%; 57 people aged 40–49, accounting for 18.80%; 16 people aged 50 and above, accounting for 5.30%.

In order to evaluate the common method variance in this study, we ran the Harman’s single-factor test. The results showed that 7 factors can explain the majority of variance (the maximum component explained only 31.681% of total variance), which means that there was no common method bias in this study.



3.2. Measures

In this study, the mature scale widely used was used to measure variables, and the questionnaire items were scored by the Likert5 score system. 1 means “strongly disagree” and 5 means “strongly agree.” The higher the number, the higher the level of recognition.

• Responsible Leadership: the scale developed by Voegtlin (2011) consists of five items. Measures include “My superiors indicate that they are aware of stakeholder interests” and “My superiors fully consider the outcome of stakeholder decisions.” In the study with Chinese subjects, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.847 (Han et al., 2019). In this study, the consistency reliability coefficient of the scale is 0.707.

• Teachers’ green behavior: using the Workplace environmentally-friendly Behavior Scale developed by Robertson and Barling (2013), which is a one-dimensional structure with seven items. For example, “I print double-sided whenever possible,” “I turn off the lights when not in use,” etc. The consistency reliability coefficient of this scale is 0.757.

• Psychological capital: using the scale developed by Luthans et al. (2006), the scale is a four-dimensional structure with 16 items. Sample items in the scale included: “I now consider myself fairly successful at work,” “I can think of many ways to get out of difficult situations at work,” and “I always look on the bright side of things at work.” In this study, the consistency reliability coefficient of the scale was 0.926.

• Control variables: demographic variables. In this study, teachers’ gender and age were used as control variables.



3.3. Statistical analysis

Firstly, SPSS 22.0 software was used to conduct descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficient analysis for responsible leadership, teachers’ green behavior, and psychological capital variables. Finally, we explore the specific relationship between the three variable pairs and examine the mediating role of psychological capital in the influence of responsible leadership on teachers’ green behavior. Finally, this study uses Sobel for mediation verification.




4. Results


4.1. Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

Descriptive statistics show that college teachers’ perception of responsible leadership, teachers’ green behavior, and psychological capital are all at an above-average level. As can be seen from Table 1, there is a significant positive correlation between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior (r = 0.307, p < 0.001). There was a significant positive correlation between responsible leadership and psychological capital (r = 0.171, p < 0.01), and there was a significant positive correlation between psychological capital and teachers’ green behavior (r = 0.326, p < 0.001). The correlation coefficient is 0.171 ~ 0.326, without collinearity.



TABLE 1 Variable descriptive statistics and correlation analysis.
[image: Table1]



4.2. Regression analysis

Multiple regression analyzes serve to verify the hypothesis. By controlling the influence of gender and age, the mediating effect of psychological capital on the perception of responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior was examined.

As shown in Table 2, college teachers’ perception of responsible leadership has a significant positive impact on teachers’ green behavior (β = 0.281, t = 5.239, p < 0.001) in Model 1, so hypothesis H1 is valid. In Model 2, college teachers’ perception of responsible leadership had a significant positive effect on psychological capital (β = 0.217, t = 3.906, p < 0.001), and thus hypothesis H2 is valid as well. In Model 3, after adding the mediating variable psychological capital, responsible leadership has a significant positive effect on teachers’ green behavior (β = 0.221, t = 4.196, p < 0.001), and psychological capital has a significant positive effect on teachers’ green behavior (β = 0.273, t = 5.077, p < 0.001) and thus the validation of hypothesis H3 can be confirmed. The β value of the influence of college teachers’ perception of responsible leadership on teachers’ green behavior decreased from 0.281 in model 1 to 0.221 in model 3, which was at a significant level. It can be seen that psychological capital plays a partial mediating role in the influence of responsible leadership on the green behavior of college teachers, and it can be confirmed that hypothesis H4 is valid.



TABLE 2 Mediating effect of psychological capital on the relationship between responsible leadership on teacher green behavior.
[image: Table2]

In this study, the Sobel test (Sobel, 1982) was used to further test the mediating effect and calculate the non-standard regression coefficient and standard deviation. If Z is greater than 1.96, the mediating effect is significant. The results show that Z = 3.103, p < 0.001, indicating that psychological capital plays an intermediary role in the relationship between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior. In Model 3, the VIF is between 1.129 to 5.280 (which is below the standard value of 10). This result indicates a lack of serious collinearity problems.




5. Conclusion and discussion


5.1. Conclusions of the study

This study aims to explore the influence mechanism of responsible leadership on college teachers’ green behavior and empirically test the mediating role of psychological capital. The results show that responsible leadership has a positive effect on teachers’ green behavior; responsible leadership has a positive influence on psychological capital; psychological capital has a positive effect on teachers’ green behavior; psychological capital plays a partial mediating role between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior.



5.2. Theoretical contributions

First, this study explores the relationship between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior. Due to the increasingly prominent environmental problems and the country’s gradual emphasis on green development, the academic circle mainly focuses on the green behavior of enterprise employees, but there is a lack of relevant research on teachers. Teachers not only play the role of school employees but also shoulder the important responsibility of educating students. Teachers’ independent environmental awareness and actions not only play a vital role in the sustainable development of schools but also play a role model for students, which is worthy of further discussion. Taking teachers’ green behavior as the result variable, this study verified the positive impact of responsible leadership on teachers’ green behavior, which enriched relevant research on teachers’ green behavior.

Secondly, the internal mechanism of responsible leadership affecting teachers’ green behavior is discussed, and the mediating role of psychological capital is determined. This broadened the research scope of psychological capital and enriched the research of positive psychology. At the same time, psychological capital is an intermediary variable to explore the path of responsible leadership on teachers’ green behavior, which is helpful to unlock the black box of the relationship between these two roles.

Thirdly, this study analyzes the relationship among responsible leadership, psychological capital, and teachers’ green behavior in the Chinese context. Although China has experienced decades of modern civilization, the relationship with the leader is still the most important interpersonal relationship at work, which is considered to conform to the historical ruler-subject relationship (Wei et al., 2010). Therefore, the impact of leadership style on employee behavior becomes more important in the Chinese context.



5.3. Practical implications

First, responsible leadership can induce teachers’ environmental awareness and environmental behavior. Therefore, to encourage teachers to show more green behaviors in their work and improve environmental performance, schools should cultivate more responsible leaders and enhance their sense of social responsibility through regular training. In order to effectively implement green initiatives, schools should provide green training to teachers to make them aware of the importance of green management and equip them with the skills and expertise needed to successfully fulfill their green responsibilities.

Second, schools should try to choose candidates with a strong sense of responsibility and environmental awareness when recruiting. Schools can examine teacher candidates’ attitudes toward green environmental protection, their understanding of social responsibility, and their daily green behaviors.

Third, psychological capital plays an intermediary role between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior. Therefore, in management practice, responsible leaders should actively participate in environmental activities, instill environmental concepts in teachers, and lead by example. At the same time, leaders should invest and develop teachers’ psychological capital in specific ways according to the characteristics of investment and profitability of psychological capital to tap the potential of teachers. Improve teachers’ psychological capital, to increase teachers’ initiative and enthusiasm in participating in environmental activities.



5.4. Limitations and prospects

Although this study has enriched the research on responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior, it still has some shortcomings. First, this study used cross-sectional data to confirm the causal relationship between variables, but the explanatory power is not as strong as that of longitudinal research, which can be used for further research in the future. Second, this study only examined the mediating role of psychological capital, and future studies can further explore other possible mediating mechanisms between responsible leadership and teachers’ green behavior, as well as the changes in the relationship between the two in different situations. Finally, this study pays more attention to the green behaviors of employees in enterprises. Future studies can try to explore the influencing mechanism of green behaviors of employees in different industries.




Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by Dhurakij Pundit University. The patients/participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

KZ designed the study, analyzed the data, and drafted the manuscript. XW and FK assisted in analyzing and interpreting the data. All authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Afsar, B., Maqsoom, A., Shahjehan, A., Afridi, S. A., Nawaz, A., and Fazliani, H. (2020). Responsible leadership and employee’s proenvironmental behavior: the role of organizational commitment, green shared vision, and internal environmental locus of control. Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Manag. 27, 297–312. doi: 10.1002/csr.1806

 Afshar Jahanshahi, A., Maghsoudi, T., and Shafighi, N. (2021). Employees’ environmentally responsible behavior: the critical role of environmental justice perception. Sustainability 17, 1–14. doi: 10.1080/15487733.2020.1820701

 Aguinis, H., and Glavas, A. (2012). What we know and don’t know about corporate social responsibility: a review and research agenda. J. Manag. 38, 932–968. doi: 10.1177/0149206311436079

 Ahmad, S., Islam, T., Sadiq, M., and Kaleem, A. (2021). Promoting green behavior through ethical leadership: a model of green human resource management and environmental knowledge. Leadersh. Organ. Dev. J. 42, 531–547. doi: 10.1108/lodj-01-2020-0024

 Ahmed, E. A. R. E., Mahfouz, M. S., and Fdul, I. O. (2011). How to determine sample size: the design of sample size in health studies. Gezira J. Health Sci. 7, 79–98.

 Andersson, L., Jackson, S. E., and Russell, S. V. (2013). Greening organizational behavior: an introduction to the special issue. J. Organ. Behav. 34, 151–155. doi: 10.1002/job.1854

 Antunes, A., and Franco, M. (2016). How people in organizations make sense of responsible leadership practices multiple case studies. Leadersh. Organ. Dev. J. 37, 126–152. doi: 10.1108/lodj-04-2014-0084

 Ardichvili, A. (2011). Invited reaction: meta-analysis of the impact of psychological capital on employee attitudes, behaviors, and performance. Hum. Resour. Dev. Q. 22, 153–156. doi: 10.1002/hrdq.20071

 Bak, H., Jin, M. H., and McDonald, B. D. (2022). Unpacking the transformational leadership-innovative work behavior relationship: the mediating role of psychological capital. Public Perform. Manag. Rev. 45, 80–105. doi: 10.1080/15309576.2021.1939737

 Bandura, A. (1986). Social Foundations of Thought and Action. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc.

 Bandura, A. (1999). Self-efficacy: the exercise of control. J. Cogn. Psychother. 13, 158–166. doi: 10.1891/0889-8391.13.2.158

 Bandura, A. (2012). On the functional properties of perceived self-efficacy revisited. J. Manag. 38, 9–44. doi: 10.1177/0149206311410606

 Bandura, A., and Walters, R. H., (1977). Social Learning Theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Englewood cliffs Prentice Hall.

 Banerjee, S. B., Iyer, E. S., and Kashyap, R. (2003). Corporate environmentalism: antecedents and influence of industry type. J. Mark. 67, 106–122. doi: 10.1509/jmkg.67.2.106.18604

 Bouckenooghe, D., Zafar, A., and Raja, U. (2015). How ethical leadership shapes Employees’ job performance: the mediating roles of goal congruence and psychological capital. J. Bus. Ethics 129, 251–264. doi: 10.1007/s10551-014-2162-3

 Cameron, K. (2011). “Responsible leadership as virtuous leadership” in Responsible Leadership (Dordrecht: Springer), 25–35.

 Chaudhary, R. (2020). Green human resource management and employee green behavior: an empirical analysis. Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Manag. 27, 630–641. doi: 10.1002/csr.1827

 Colwell, S. R., and Joshi, A. W. (2013). Corporate ecological responsiveness: antecedent effects of institutional pressure and top management commitment and their impact on organizational performance. Bus. Strateg. Environ. 22, 73–91. doi: 10.1002/bse.732

 Dasborough, M. T., and Ashkanasy, N. M. (2002). Emotion and attribution of intentionality in leader-member relationships. Leadersh. Q. 13, 615–634. doi: 10.1016/S1048-9843(02)00147-9

 De Roeck, K., and Farooq, O. (2018). Corporate social responsibility and ethical leadership: investigating their interactive effect on Employees’ socially responsible behaviors. J. Bus. Ethics 151, 923–939. doi: 10.1007/s10551-017-3656-6

 Decker, P. J. (1986). Social learning theory and leadership. J. Manag. Dev. 5, 46–58.

 Doh, J. P., and Quigley, N. R. (2014). Responsible leadership and stakeholder management: influence pathways and organizational outcomes. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 28, 255–274. doi: 10.5465/amp.2014.0013

 DuBois, C. L. Z., and Dubois, D. A. (2012). Strategic HRM as social design for environmental sustainability in organization. Hum. Resour. Manag. 51, 799–826. doi: 10.1002/hrm.21504

 Eva, N., Robin, M., Sendjaya, S., van Dierendonck, D., and Liden, R. C. (2019). Servant leadership: a systematic review and call for future research. Leadersh. Q. 30, 111–132. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.07.004

 Evans, G. W. (2019). Projected behavioral impacts of global climate change. In: Fiske, S. T. ed. Ann. Rev. Psychol. 70, 449–474. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-010418-103023

 Froman, L. (2010). Positive psychology in the workplace. J. Adult Dev. 17, 59–69. doi: 10.1007/s10804-009-9080-0

 Gardner, W. L., Avolio, B. J., Luthans, F., May, D. R., and Walumbwa, F. (2005). “can you see the real me?” a self-based model of authentic leader and follower development. Leadersh. Q. 16, 343–372. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2005.03.003

 Gooty, J., Gavin, M., Johnson, P. D., Frazier, M. L., and Snow, D. B. (2009). In the eyes of the beholder: transformational leadership, positive psychological capital, and performance. J. Leadersh. Organ. Stud. 15, 353–367. doi: 10.1177/1548051809332021

 Hameed, A. A., Anjum, Z. U. Z., and Waqas, M. (2022). Does ethical leadership enhance employee green behaviour? Examining the mediating influence of employee green commitment. Middle East J. Manag. 9, 127–145. doi: 10.1504/MEJM.2022.121391

 Han, Z., Wang, Q., and Yan, X. (2019). How responsible leadership motivates employees to engage in organizational citizenship behavior for the environment: a double-mediation model. Sustainability 11:605. doi: 10.3390/su11030605

 Higgins, M., Dobrow, S. R., and Roloff, K. S. (2010). Optimism and the boundaryless career: the role of developmental relationships. J. Organ. Behav. 31, 749–769. doi: 10.1002/job.693

 Inauen, J., Contzen, N., Frick, V., Kadel, P., Keller, J., Kollmann, J., et al. (2021). Environmental issues are health issues making a case and setting an agenda for environmental health psychology. Eur. Psychol. 26, 219–229. doi: 10.1027/1016-9040/a000438

 Korejan, M. M., and Shahbazi, H. (2016). An analysis of the transformational leadership theory. J. Fundam. Appl. Sci. 8, 452–461. doi: 10.4314/jfas.v8i3s.192

 Luthans, F. (2002). Positive organizational behavior: developing and managing psychological strengths. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 16, 57–72. doi: 10.5465/ame.2002.6640181

 Luthans, F., Avey, J. B., Avolio, B. J., and Peterson, S. J. (2010). The development and resulting performance impact of positive psychological capital. Hum. Resour. Dev. Q. 21, 41–67. doi: 10.1002/hrdq.20034

 Luthans, F., Avolio, B. J., Avey, J. B., and Norman, S. M. (2007). Positive psychological capital: measurement and relationship with performance and satisfaction. Pers. Psychol. 60, 541–572. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.2007.00083.x

 Luthans, F., and Youssef, C. M. (2007). Emerging positive organizational behavior. J. Manag. 33, 321–349. doi: 10.1177/0149206307300814

 Luthans, F., Youssef, C. M., and Avolio, B. (2006). Psychological Capital: Developing the Human Competitive Edge, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

 Maak, T., and Pless, N. M. (2006). Responsible leadership in a stakeholder society - a relational perspective. J. Bus. Ethics 66, 99–115. doi: 10.1007/s10551-006-9047-z

 Malik, N., and Dhar, R. L. (2017). Authentic leadership and its impact on extra role behaviour of nurses: the mediating role of psychological capital and the moderating role of autonomy. Pers. Rev. 46, 277–296. doi: 10.1108/PR-05-2015-0140

 Manz, C. C., and Sims, H. P. (1981). Vicarious learning: the influence of modeling on organizational behavior. Acad. Manag. Rev. 6, 105–113. doi: 10.2307/257144

 McCullough, L. B. (2012). An ethical framework for the responsible leadership of accountable care organizations. Am. J. Med. Qual. 27, 189–194. doi: 10.1177/1062860611421226 

 Miao, Q., Newman, A., Schwarz, G., and Cooper, B. (2018). How leadership and public service motivation enhance innovative behavior. Public Adm. Rev. 78, 71–81. doi: 10.1111/puar.12839

 Newman, A., Ucbasaran, D., Zhu, F., and Hirst, G. (2014). Psychological capital: a review and synthesis. J. Organ. Behav. 35, S120–S138. doi: 10.1002/job.1916

 Norton, T. A., Parker, S. L., Zacher, H., and Ashkanasy, N. M. (2015). Employee green behavior: a theoretical framework, multilevel review, and future research agenda. Organ. Environ. 28, 103–125. doi: 10.1177/1086026615575773

 Ones, D. S., and Dilchert, S. (2012). Environmental sustainability at work: a call to action. Ind. Organ. Psychol. 5, 444–466. doi: 10.1111/j.1754-9434.2012.01478.x

 Oplatka, I. (2017). A call to adopt the concept of responsible leadership in our schools: some insights from the business literature. Int. J. Leadersh. Educ. 20, 517–524. doi: 10.1080/13603124.2016.1186846

 Özsungur, F. (2019). The impact of ethical leadership on service innovation behavior: the mediating role of psychological capital. Asia Pacific J. Innov. Entrep. 13, 73–88. doi: 10.1108/APJIE-12-2018-0073

 Pless, N. M., and Maak, T. (2011). Responsible leadership: pathways to the future. J. Bus. Ethics 98, 3–13. doi: 10.1007/s10551-011-1114-4

 Quarter, J. J., and Richmond, B. J. (2001). Accounting for social value in nonprofits and for-profits. Nonprofit Manag. Leadersh. 12, 75–85. doi: 10.1002/nml.12106

 Quick, K. S., and Feldman, M. S. (2014). Boundaries as junctures: collaborative boundary work for building efficient resilience. J. Public Adm. Res. Theory 24, 673–695. doi: 10.1093/jopart/mut085

 Ramalu, S. S., and Janadari, N. (2020). Authentic leadership and organizational citizenship behaviour: the role of psychological capital. Int. J. Product. Perform. Manag. 71, 365–385. doi: 10.1108/IJPPM-03-2020-0110

 Rego, A., Sousa, F., Marques, C., and Cunha, M. P. (2012). Authentic leadership promoting employees’ psychological capital and creativity. J. Bus. Res. 65, 429–437. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2011.10.003

 Robertson, J. L., and Barling, J. (2013). Greening organizations through leaders’ influence on employees’ pro-environmental behaviors. J. Organ. Behav. 34, 176–194. doi: 10.1002/job.1820

 Scheier, M. F., Carver, C. S., and Bridges, M. W. (2001). Optimism, Pessimism, and Psychological Well-Being. American Psychological Association, Washington, DC.

 Seo, M. G., and Ilies, R. (2009). The role of self-efficacy, goal, and affect in dynamic motivational self-regulation. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 109, 120–133. doi: 10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.03.001

 Shakeel, F., Kruyen, P. M., and Van Thiel, S. (2019). Ethical leadership as process: a conceptual proposition. Public Integrity 21, 613–624. doi: 10.1080/10999922.2019.1606544

 Shi, Y., and Ye, M. (2016). Responsible leadership: review and prospects. Am. J. Ind. Bus. Manag. 6, 877–884. doi: 10.4236/ajibm.2016.68083

 Snyder, C. R., Sympson, S. C., Ybasco, F. C., Borders, T. F., Babyak, M. A., and Higgins, R. L. (1996). Development and validation of the state Hope scale. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 70, 321–335. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.70.2.321

 Sobel, M. E. (1982). Asymptotic confidence intervals for indirect effects in structural equation models. Sociol. Methodol. 13:290. doi: 10.2307/270723

 Stajkovic, A. D., and Luthans, F. (1998). Social cognitive theory and self-efficacy: Goin beyond traditional motivational and behavioral approaches. Organ. Dyn. 26, 62–74. doi: 10.1016/S0090-2616(98)90006-7

 Steg, L., and Vlek, C. (2009). Encouraging pro-environmental behaviour: an integrative review and research agenda. J. Environ. Psychol. 29, 309–317. doi: 10.1016/j.jenvp.2008.10.004

 Stern, P. C. (2000). New environmental theories: toward a coherent theory of environmentally significant behavior. J. Soc. Issues 56, 407–424. doi: 10.1111/0022-4537.00175

 Sweetman, D., Luthans, F., Avey, J. B., and Luthans, B. C. (2011). Relationship between positive psychological capital and creative performance. Canadian J. Adm. Sci. 28, 4–13. doi: 10.1002/cjas.175

 Tian, H., and Suo, D. (2021). The trickle-down effect of responsible leadership on employees pro-environmental behaviors: evidence from the hotel industry in China. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 18:11677. doi: 10.3390/ijerph182111677

 Tian, H., Zhang, J., and Li, J. (2020). The relationship between pro-environmental attitude and employee green behavior: the role of motivational states and green work climate perceptions. Environ. Sci. Pollut. Res. 27, 7341–7352. doi: 10.1007/s11356-019-07393-z 

 Tinsley, H. E. A., and Tinsley, D. J. (1987). Uses of factor analysis in counseling psychology research. J. Couns. Psychol. 34, 414–424. doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.34.4.414

 Unsworth, K. L., Davis, M. C., Russell, S. V., and Bretter, C. (2021). Employee green behaviour: how organizations can help the environment. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 42, 1–6. doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.12.006 

 Voegtlin, C. (2011). Development of a scale measuring discursive responsible leadership. J. Bus. Ethics 98, 57–73. doi: 10.1007/s10551-011-1020-9

 Voegtlin, C., Patzer, M., and Scherer, A. G. (2012). Responsible leadership in global business: a new approach to leadership and its multi-level outcomes. J. Bus. Ethics 105, 1–16. doi: 10.1007/s10551-011-0952-4

 Waldman, D. A., Siegel, D. S., and Stahl, G. K. (2019). Defining the socially responsible leader: revisiting issues in responsible leadership. J. Leadersh. Organ. Stud. 27, 20–25. doi: 10.1177/1548051819872201

 Wang, X., Zhou, K., and Liu, W. (2018). Value congruence: a study of green transformational leadership and employee green behavior. Front. Psychol. 9:1946. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01946 

 Wei, L. Q., Liu, J., Chen, Y. Y., and Wu, L. Z. (2010). Political skill, supervisor-subordinate guanxi and career prospects in Chinese firms. J. Manag. Stud. 47, 437–454. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00871.x

 Whitehead, G. (2009). Adolescent leader ship development building a case for an authenticity framework. Educ. Manag. Adm. Leadersh. 37, 847–872. doi: 10.1177/1741143209345441

 Witt, M. A., and Stahl, G. K. (2016). Foundations of responsible leadership: Asian versus Western executive responsibility orientations toward key stakeholders. J. Bus. Ethics 136, 623–638. doi: 10.1007/s10551-014-2534-8

 Wolff, A., Gondran, N., and Brodhag, C. (2018). Integrating corporate social responsibility into conservation policy. The example of business commitments to contribute to the French National Biodiversity Strategy. Environ. Sci. Pol. 86, 106–114. doi: 10.1016/j.envsci.2018.05.007

 Xing, Y., and Starik, M. (2017). Taoist leadership and employee green behaviour: a cultural and philosophical microfoundation of sustainability. J. Organ. Behav. 38, 1302–1319. doi: 10.1002/job.2221

 Ying, M., Faraz, N. A., Ahmed, F., and Raza, A. (2020). How does servant leadership Foster Employees’ voluntary green behavior? A sequential mediation model. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 17:1792. doi: 10.3390/ijerph17051792

 Young, W., Davis, M., McNeill, I. M., Malhotra, B., Russell, S., Unsworth, K., et al. (2015). Changing behaviour: successful environmental programmes in the workplace. Bus. Strateg. Environ. 24, 689–703. doi: 10.1002/bse.1836

 Zhang, B., Yang, L., Cheng, X., and Chen, F. (2021). How does employee green behavior impact employee well-being? An empirical analysis. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 18:1669. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18041669

 Zhen, C., Heng, L., and Wong, C. T. C. (2002). An application of bar-code system for reducing construction wastes. Autom. Constr. 11, 521–533. doi: 10.1016/S0926-5805(01)00063-2

 Zhu, K., Wang, X., and Jiang, M. (2022). The impact of organizational commitment on turnover intention of substitute teachers in public primary schools: taking psychological capital as a mediator. Front. Psychol. 13:1008142. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1008142 









 


	
	
TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 13 March 2023
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1132204






Institutional presence: Toward a further developed Community of Inquiry model integrating institutional functions in online and blended learning environment

Wei Zhang1* and Chang Zhu2


1Higher Education Institute, Beijing University of Technology, Beijing, China

2Higher Education Institute, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium

[image: image2]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
 Muhammad Waheed Akhtar, COMSATS University Islamabad, Pakistan

REVIEWED BY
 Eglantina Hysa, Epoka University, Albania
 Jianjun Wang, Changzhou University, China

*CORRESPONDENCE
 Wei Zhang, weizhang@bjut.edu.cn 

SPECIALTY SECTION
 This article was submitted to Organizational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

RECEIVED 27 December 2022
ACCEPTED 20 February 2023
PUBLISHED 13 March 2023

CITATION
 Zhang W and Zhu C (2023) Institutional presence: Toward a further developed Community of Inquiry model integrating institutional functions in online and blended learning environment. Front. Psychol. 14:1132204. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1132204

COPYRIGHT
 © 2023 Zhang and Zhu. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.
 

In this research we examine the Community of Inquiry model and further develop the model by integrating a complementary institutional presence. For this purpose, a questionnaire including five presences and 73 questions was designed. In total, a response of 762 questionnaires from five universities were collected. Correspondingly, statistical analysis like factor analysis and structural equation model were conducted. The present paper is, duly, a quantitative investigation of the correlations between institutional presence and other presences in the new model as well. Finally, a further developed Community of Inquiry model that integrates institutional presence is generated. With a relatively large sample, the results meet the applicable requirements, indicating that the generated model is acceptable and fits well with the data.
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1. Introduction

In its simplest sense, blended learning refers to a combination of face-to-face and online learning. Despite the extensive research on online and blended learning conducted over the last decade, the development of theoretical models specific to these environments remains inadequate. Be that as it may, one of the most intriguing models that is worth pointing at as appealing enough is the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model developed by Garrison et al. (2000). Shea and Bidjerano (2010) then developed the CoI model by incorporating a learner presence. Albeit the CoI model provides a framework for the entire process of online or blended learning, some studies which tried to probe the implementation of CoI model also found that some institutional functions did hardly match the model well enough. Therefore, the authors believe that the model could be further developed and made more systematic by integrating an institutional presence to account for the institution’s functions in the learning process. Added to this is Crossan et al. (1999) mentioned that to systematically develop learning, personal and group learning should be institutionalized, while Parker’s (2008) assertion of the vital integrity of teaching and learning processes within institutions is worthwhile. Thus, the objective of this paper is to further develop the CoI model by incorporating a complementary institutional presence that accounts for institutional functions in the learning process. In doing so, it is hoped that CoI model could be optimized and preferably guide the online or blended learning process.

By virtue of the core rationale of the present paper, which lies in an accomplishment of a markedly systematic and constructively developed CoI model incorporating the entirety of the features that renders it a Further Developed Community of Inquiry (FDCoI) model, a further relevantly underpinning theoretical framework has been intently formulated in the literature review section, whilst the utterly directing research questions, hypotheses, participants as well as instruments are being illustrated in the methodology section. By the same token, descriptive statistics, a normal test, exploratory factor analysis, confirmative factor analysis and a structural equation model were intricately performed and comprehensively elucidated in the findings section. As a grounded theory, then, the further developed CoI model is subsequently generated in the discussion section, without a minimum indifference and disregard as far as this paper broad limitations, which the conclusion highlights, are concerned.

The primary objective of this research is to examine the CoI model (Garrison et al., 2000) and the revised CoI model that adds learner presence (Shea and Bidjerano, 2010) and to further develop these models by incorporating a complementary institutional presence. The study seeks to address the following specific research questions:

(1) Can institutional presence be integrated in the CoI model?
 The classical CoI model has three presences (dimensions): teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence. Shea and Bidjerano (2010) has developed the model by adding a fourth dimension: learner presence. In this paper, we attempts to add a fifth dimension: institutional presence. To achieve this purpose and answer this research question, a questionnaire with five presences is generated and quantitatively analyzed by statistical methods like factor analysis and structural equation model to check whether the new model with five presences fits well with the data or not.

(2) If so, how should institutional presence be integrated in the CoI model?
 If the newly proposed five-presence model is deemed appropriate, an additional line of inquiry that warrants attention is how to incorporate institutional presence into the CoI model in a manner that accurately reflects its structural relationship with other CoI presences. Specifically, the investigation seeks to ascertain whether institutional presence exhibits moderate to strong standardized loadings and significant interactions with the other four presences by analyzing the results obtained from the structural equation model.

The hypothesis of this study is that the CoI model could be further developed by the addition of an institutional presence. This development is based on a model for institution employment of online and blended learning in universities (Graham, et al., 2010). On the grounds of the CoI model and prior research, we contend that institutional presence exerts a substantial influence on cognitive presence and posits that it interacts with teaching, social and learner presence. To test this hypothesis and construct a novel model, descriptive statistics, a normal test, and exploratory factor analysis were conducted using SPSS21.0, followed by confirmative factor analysis and structural equation model using AMOS21.0.



2. Literature review


2.1. Community of Inquiry

Despite the plethora of available online and blended learning models, research on the quality of online and blended learning has placed considerable emphasis on the CoI model, first introduced by Garrison et al. (2000, 2010). The CoI model comprises three dimensions: cognitive presence, social presence, and teaching presence. A significant amount of research has been conducted on the interrelations among these presences (Garrison et al., 2010), with most results indicating substantial effects among the three presences. Notably, a considerable number of findings substantially revealed the existence of a noteworthy impact among teaching presence, cognitive presence and social presence, of which the Figure 1 below is a concise outline of the crucial linkage amongst these three presences. In essence, teaching presence exerts a substantial effect on social presence, and both teaching and social presences have a notable impact on cognitive presence.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Relationships between teaching, social, and cognitive presence.


In its notable peculiarities, cognitive presence is associated with the student’s construction and confirmation of meaning, pertaining to course content, on the basis of sustained reflection and discourse within the CoI. Consequently, it has been a subject of research to a large extent by various scholars (Shea and Bidjerano, 2009), most of which asserted the that teaching and social presences significantly influence cognitive presence. Furthermore, recent studies have suggested that cognitive presence may be more explicitly demonstrated in deeper learning assignments beyond threaded discussions and chats, as asserted by Shea and Bidjerano (2009).

In terms of social presence, it refers to the learners’ capacity to present themselves as genuine individuals, both socially and emotionally, within the CoI. This area has been the subject of extensive research (Turk et al., 2022), with results emphasizing the degree to which video communication is likely to exert larger impact on social presence. Consequently, social presence has received the most attention among the three presences and has been notably linked with learning outcomes and learner satisfaction (Garrison and Arbaugh, 2007).

What ought to be inferred, accordingly, is that Teaching presence focuses on the organization, design and facilitation of the cognitive and social components of a course with the aim of achieving the sought-after educational outcomes. Additionally, a further noteworthy finding of research on social presence in the CoI model, which has expanded the realm of its exploration (Zhang et al., 2022), pertains to revealing the extent to which teaching presence is perceived in diverse groups. Moreover, a great deal of evidence suggests that teaching presence is closely associated with student satisfaction, perceived learning and a sense of community (Shea et al., 2006).

Despite the extensive body of studies have supported the CoI as a model of online and blended learning, further development of best practices that promote an educational community is warranted. For instance, Garrison and Arbaugh (2007) have suggested that further research should evaluate all three presences simultaneously using improved methodologies while advocating for the joint reconstruction of these concepts. Previous research has focused on one of the presences ignoring its interconnections with the other presences, and has often emphasized online learning more generally rather than specific disciplines. Nevertheless, Garrison and Arbaugh strongly recommend research that examines the implementation of the CoI model across multiple domains. Worth of note, Garrison et al. (2010) performed a systematic review of CoI model and found a need for further validation across populations and disciplines. The rapid development of online learning, as a result, provides an ideal environment for evaluating the CoI model. Further development of this model, as discussed in the following sessions, is imperative.



2.2. A revised CoI model

Acknowledging that the principal argument of this paper is the potential of a further development of the CoI model, it is crucial to highlight the endeavors of Shea and Bidjerano (2010) in expanding the CoI Framework through the incorporation of a new presence, i.e., Learner presence. Their research explored the CoI model and posited that the model could be promoted by adding more fully articulated functions of online students. They further developed the CoI model by adding another presence, known as Learner presence. Be that as it may, in light of Shea and Bidjerano (2010) view, what distinguishes the learner presence is its representation of elements, such as self-efficacy along with other cognitive, behavioral, and motivational constructs that support online learner self-regulations.

Nonetheless, previous research on learner presence has been limited, except for a notable study by Kang et al. (2009), which examined the impact of learner presence on interaction and achievement in web-based project learning. The study demonstrated a significant intersection between learner presence and learning outcomes, including achievement and satisfaction. In a related effort, Shea et al. (2013) extended and confirmed the revised CoI model using quantitative and structural analysis methods (Shea et al., 2013). Additionally, Wertz (2014) evaluated the revised model using confirmatory factor analysis and internal reliability analysis for the four presences, and found that the addition of learner presence improved the CoI model and offered potential for future research. Succinctly, the relationship between the learner presence and the original CoI Model presences is depicted in Figure 2. As shown in Figure 2, learner presence affects cognitive presence and interacts with teaching presence and social presence.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Revised Community of Inquiry model including “Learner Presence.”


From another perspective, the necessity of incorporating ‘learner presence’ in the questionnaire entailed, as Shea and Bidjerano (2010) carried out, the adoption of the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) (Pintrich et al., 1993). Equally worthy as it may, assessing the students’ perceptions of their efficacy and effort demands the implementation of self –efficacy and effort regulation scales from MSLQ. For that reason of necessity, the present paper initially availed itself of the complete seven scales in the MSLQ and subsequently generated five scales following explorative factor analysis.



2.3. A model for institution employment of online and blended learning

This paper utilizes the model for institutional employment of online and blended learning in universities developed by Graham et al. (2013) as the theoretical framework for the institutional presence in FDCoI. Basically, the relevant findings of Graham et al. (2013) were composed of three main dimensions: strategy, structure, and support. In this paper, the three scales are integrated into a single scale following explorative factor analysis, and the resulting stages include exploration, adoption, and growth, which illustrate how institutions apply online and blended learning to enhance contribution. Therefore, we suggest that institutional presence represents institutional strategies, structures, and support systems, which facilitate the exploration and implementation of online and blended learning.

Although institutional presence is not directly associated with the learning process, it is inseparable from the process and can, therefore, be considered a component of the CoI model. In view of Crossan et al. (1999), personal and collaborative learning become institutionalized for the purpose of more systematic exploration of learning. It is necessary to consider the institutional factors for learning process because it is helpful for personal and collaborative learning (Crossan et al., 1999). Therefore, the addition of institutional presence into CoI model is both necessary and beneficial. Parker (2008) also emphasized the integration of the teaching and learning procedures in the institutions, the pertinent obligation which lies in expressing sustained commitment to the support of distance learners (Parker, 2008). Given that the administrative function institutions in online and blended learning is essential for students’ satisfaction and learning design (Moisey and Hughes, 2008), institutional presence should be integrated into the CoI model in theory.



2.4. Relationship between institutional presence and the other presences

In light of previous research and the associated findings, there is high likelihood that institutional presence dwells in a close connection with teaching and learner presences. Hence, of paramount value to this study is the obvious support which teaching and learner presences benefit from institutional presence in several dimensions. Institutional presence offers support to teaching presence and learner presence in several ways. First and foremost, institutions provide instructional guidance and learning environments that cater to the teaching and learning process. Moreover, instruction criterias of institutions are employed for learning, offering students and teachers with flexible choices for their learning process (Thiessen and Ambrock, 2008). Second, institutions provide policies and regulations governing teaching and learning, including technological support for these processes (Parker, 2008). Administrative support from the institution for students is also critical, as students and institutions mutually benefit from institutional support (Kondra et al., 2008). Third, institutions provide assessments of teaching and learning in the sense that the institution and its teachers afford important evaluation functions that deal with the assessment of student learning (Anderson, 2008). Fourth, institutions support the teaching-learning process by providing students with improved service levels, such as timely academic assistance, significantly enhancing completion rates and student retention, which tangibly benefit both students and institution.

In turn, teaching presence and learner presence possess the potential to positively impact institutional presence and, whilst the institution equally benefits by means of further proactively managing the student relationships and reassuring that learning requirements are met in a timely manner (Kondra et al., 2008). As is shown in the research of Howell et al. (2012), students’ satisfaction is vital for successful online learning, therefore, it is indispensible that institutions and teachers fulfill students’ requirements to provide a satisfactory learning environment.

Consequently, enhancing interaction and reciprocity among institutional presence and learning and teaching presences, it is quite recommendable that learners are aware of services they can expect to receive from the institution and the manner they will be provided (Moisey and Hughes, 2008). On that premise, it is incumbent upon institutions to maintain ongoing communication with students, regardless of their physical location, and ensure that their needs and preferences are duly considered (Shin and Chan, 2004).

Previous studies suggest that institutional presence may closely relate to social and cognitive presence. Social presence is expected to be affected, at least to some extent, by institutional presence, given that institutions invariably govern people’s behaviour and attitudes, and everyone seeks to accommodate each other’s requests, responsibilities, and roles (Davis et al., 2008). Therefore, social presence implies the need for institutional strategies for interaction and supportive policies for building a community. With that in mind, creating an environment where online learning students perceive their institutions and teachers as a model for improving social presence and students’ success (Baker and Edwards, 2011).

Concerning cognitive presence, it is highly probable that links between institutional presence and cognitive presence evenly exist in accordance with Shin and Chan (2004) who proposed that students active in the use of the online learning environment would report a stronger sense of institutional presence compared to the students moderately or weakly interested in gaining information from the online learning environment. Students’ involvement in the online learning environment was, hence, greatly connected to their perceived institutional presence. In other words, the more students engaged with online learning, the stronger their sense of institutional support and connection with their institutions (Shin and Chan, 2004).



2.5. Research gap and significance

Based on the preceding literature review, the CoI model has been extensively researched and has matured since its inception as a framework for the three classical presences. However, a research gap remains in the model’s ability to integrate additional presences, such as learner and institutional presence. Although some studies have examined learner presence and its relationship with the original three presences, the gap persists when institutional factors are considered. As institutional factors are inextricably linked to the learning process, adding institutional presence to the CoI model is a promising approach to fill this gap. This paper aims to explore the extent to which institutional presence can be incorporated into the CoI model, given its comprehensive and extensive insights.

This paper’s significance lies in three areas: (1) the CoI model’s historical status and significant role in online and blended learning fields underscores the importance of its development; (2) the addition of institutional presence to the model is a substantial and transformative development, as it alters the model’s structure significantly; and (3) the integration of institutional presence is both necessary and beneficial due to its inseparability from the learning process and its close relationship with the other presences.




3. Method


3.1. Participants

Data was collected by teachers in five Chinese universities in 2021. Because the goal of the research is to test and discern the relationships among five presences, the primary target was students involved in all the presences. To achieve this, the teachers asked their students to complete the designed questionnaire voluntarily. In total, 762 student participants answered the questionnaire. These participants were all universities students (freshmen, sophomore, and master students) from five Chinese universities (University of Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing Institute of Technology, People’s Public Security University of China, Beijing Forest University, and Beijing Union University). The participants came from eleven faculties (Management, Information, Automation, Humanities and Social Sciences, Engineering, Art and Design, Landscape Architecture, The International Institute of Police Law Enforcement, Life Sciences, Resources and Environment, Mechatronic Faculty). Both male and female students were included. Demographic information could be found in Table 1. Although the participants came from different universities and faculties, they were all enrolled in College English and engaged in online and blended learning environments involving individual and group learning. The study design enabled the exploration of the relationships among the five presences within a consistent context.



TABLE 1 Demographic information of research data.
[image: Table1]



3.2. Instrument

Drawing on the aforementioned theoretical frameworks, a survey instrument comprising five dimensions - Social Presence, Cognitive Presence, Teaching Presence, Learner Presence, and Institutional Presence - was designed. The CoI instrument (Arbaugh et al., 2008) was utilized for measuring the social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence, while the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (Pintrich et al., 1993) was employed to measure learner presence. Ultimately, the institutional self-evaluation checklist instrument, based on the online and blended learning adoption framework, was used to measure institutional presence.

From this perspective, it is elucidating to accentuate that based on a CoI survey conducted by Garrison and Vaughan (2011), three of the aforementioned dimensions of a learning environments, teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence were evaluated (Garrison and Vaughan 2011). In line with the objective of the present study, the CoI Survey asked questions about three elements of learning communities that have been shown to have high internal consistency estimates of reliability: social (α = 0.91), cognitive (α = 0.95), and teaching presence (α = 0.94) (Arbaugh et al., 2008). Out of its intent to elaborate contextually on the CoI survey, this study took the initiative to further develop the said survey by means of an addendum of locally contextualized learner presence and institutional presence to the questionnaire and accordingly testing their relationships. In this questionnaire, there are several sub-dimensions, which are outlined in Table 2. Evidently, each dimension was assigned 3 questions the least. By this pattern, the total questionnaire contained 73 questions (teaching presence 13 questions, social presence 9 questions, cognitive presence 12 questions, learner presence 27 questions, and institutional presence 12 questions). Besides, the questionnaire used a 1–5 Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree). All considered, the total of 762 questionnaire responses were collected, and duly, data was analysed by means of SPSS and AMOS.



TABLE 2 Dimensions and sub-dimensions of the questionnaire.
[image: Table2]




4. Results

In this section, the results of descriptive statistics, a normal test, explorative and confirmative factor analysis, and a structural equation model are introduced and explained successively.

The descriptive statistics and Kolmogorov–Smirnov test were conducted with the research variables and questions in the questionnaire. The results, seen in Table 3, show that for the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test, all variables are significant (p < 0.05), informing that the data is not normally distributed.



TABLE 3 Results of descriptive statistic and normal test.
[image: Table3]

Explorative factor analysis was conducted for five presences separately to reveal the underlying structure of the study’s relatively substantial variables. The results of the explorative factor analysis are displayed in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Main results of explorative factor analysis.
[image: Table4]

Table 4 presents a comprehensive analysis of the data collected, and the results of the explorative factor analysis indicate that the samples for all five presences are appropriate for factor analysis, as demonstrated by the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy being more significant than 0.7 (p < 0.001). The cognitive presence dimension yielded two factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, explaining 63.19% of the variance. The institutional presence dimension delivered a single factor with an eigenvalue greater than 1, explaining 67.852% of the variance. The learner presence dimension yielded five factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, explaining 58.256% of the variance. The social presence dimension also yielded two factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, explaining 65.903% of the variance. Finally, the teaching presence dimension yielded two factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, explaining 70.275% of the variance. The rotated factor matrix shows that each question has a high loading for only one factor, and the factor loading values exceed 0.5, indicating that the factor structures are sound. The validity of the scales is acceptable.

Confirmative factor analysis was then operated to test structural validity further. Eventually, as Table 5 below charts, the results of confirmatory factor analysis can be perceived as follows:



TABLE 5 Main results of confirmatory factor analysis (Bootstrap = 2000).
[image: Table5]

Because the data is not normally distributed, the Bootstrap method (2000 times) was used to perform parameter estimation. The model fit index after model correction was obtained. As noticeable in Table 5, the main fit index meets the fit requirements, showing the models are acceptable. The factor loadings in the model are higher than 0.5, which indicates that the results of confirmatory factor analysis, the factors’ structure, and scale structure validity are all acceptable.

Finally, the SEM was conducted to test the relationship among TP, IP, LP, SP and CP. Because the data are a non-normal distribution, the bootstrap method (2000 times) was used to extract the parameters. Regarding the model construction, the latent variables TP, IP, LP, and SP were treated as independent variables, and the latent variable CP was treated as the dependent variable to explore the effects of the independent variables on the dependent variable and the relationships among the independent variables. By virtue of the excessive questions which the questionnaire incorporated, the balance method for packaging was alternatively implemented to simplify the model. That being the case, the questions in each scale were sorted into three packages according to their factor loadings. Finally, the model was generated as schematized in Figure 3. The results meet the applicable requirements, indicating that the model is acceptable and fits well with the data (χ2 = 243.165, df = 80, χ2/df = 3.040, TLI = 0.984, CFI = 0.987, RMSEA = 0.052). Besides, according to the research of Wertz (2022), the original CoI model with four presences had reasonable model fit [χ2 (513) = 900.5, p < 0.001; CMIN/DF = 2.25; GFI = 0.83, IFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, CFI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.055)]. Our addition of the institutional presence proves a better optimized CoI model because the CFI value shows a higher degree of the fitting.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Structural equation model.


The main coefficients in the SEM are demonstrated in Table 6, in light of which the effect of TP on CP was significant (β = 0.179, p < 0.01). The effect of SP on CP was also significant (β = 0.625, p < 0.01), but the effect of IP on CP was not significant (β = 0.048, p > 0.05). The effect of LP on CP was significant (β = 0.173, p < 0.01). The correlation between TP and LP was significant (r = 0.637, p < 0.01). The correlation between TP and IP was significant (r = 0.63, p < 0.01). The correlation between TP and SP was significant (r = 0.676, p < 0.01). The correlation between SP and IP was significant (r = 0.635, p < 0.01). The correlation between LP and IP was significant (r = 0.651, p < 0.01). And the correlation between LP and SP was significant (r = 0.858, p < 0.01).



TABLE 6 Path coefficients and correlation coefficients in structural equation model (Bootstrap = 2000).
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5. Discussion

If the dominant argument as well as core objective of the present quantitative study lies in its addendum of institutional presence to further develop the CoI Model, the achieved findings reflect the suitability of the model as long as it is relevant to the data. By the same token, institution presence has moderate to strong standardized loadings and significant interactions with teaching presence, social presence and learner presence. Therefore, our analysis of the first research question, which seeks to determine whether institutional presence can be integrated into the CoI model, confirms the positive integration of this construct into the CoI framework. Furthermore, the study’s findings align with Crossan et al.’s (1999) assertion that institutionalized learning is crucial for building on past knowledge and Parker’s (2008) emphasis on the importance of maintaining the integrity of teaching and learning processes within educational institutions. These findings are compelling and intriguing, as they corroborate existing literature and expand our understanding of the CoI model’s potential to analyze institutional presence.

Concerning the second research question (how institutional presence should be integrated into the CoI model?), what ought to be inferred through path analysis and the realized findings is that teaching presence, social presence, and learner presence all significantly affect cognitive presence. In contrast, the effect of IP on CP was not significant (β = 0.048, p > 0.05). Equally significant, the correlations among IP and other presences (TP, SP, LP) were all significant (p < 0.01). On that premise, Figure 4 below is a graphic representation of the further developed FDCoI Model in utter conformity with the achieved results.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 A further developed CoI model including “institutional presence.”


The present study examined the relationships among social presence, cognitive presence, teaching presence, and learner presence. The results were consistent with the original CoI model created by Garrison et al. (2000). In terms of the correlation among learner presence and the three presences in the original CoI model, the results of the study were in parallel consistency with the conclusions of Shea and Bidjerano (2010). In terms of institutional presence, while it did not significantly affect cognitive presence, it displayed significant interactions with all other presences (teaching presence, social presence, and learner presence). This suggests that institutional presence is an influential factor and context in the FDCoI model. This finding supports Peacock and Cowan’s (2016) argument that the presences have greater meaning and impact on learning when they are related in strategy to their effects on the learning experience, particularly in remarkable issues in online learning research. However, our research focused on the influential function of the institutional presence and its integration into the CoI model, whereas Peacock and Cowan (2016) explored the interweaving of the presences, explicitly identifying the influence areas as “trusting,” “collaborative learning,” and “deepening understanding.” The perception of institutional presence as an influential factor and context is consistent with Vlachopoulos and Cowan’s (2010) suggestion that context is located outside a “ring fence.” Therefore, it is advisable to incorporate moderated online learning within an enclosed learning arena (ring-fence) that encompasses students’ activities with the e-moderator.

Following confirming the influential context role of institutional presence in the FDCoI model, we further investigated our assumption that the FDCoI is learner-centered. To this end, we intentionally invited students, rather than teachers or institutions, who were involved in all presences, to participate in the study. Given that learners should be inclusively at the center and connected to all the presences in FDCoI, it would be advantageous to grant them a challenging role in creating the learning environment and the social norms for the learning community, including assisting in online team building and ice-breaking activities (Johnson, 2001). Pedagogically worthwhile, this claim is utter congruence with Vlachopoulos and Cowan (2010)’s supposition that online and blended learning is student-centred and implicitly student-directed inputs and instruction do hardly feature within or without the learning arena on the ground that it is necessary to be located beyond the boundaries of this diagram, as sought out by the learners. However, Shea and Bidjerano (2010), who developed the CoI model by adding the learner presence, did not emphasize the student-centred element in their model. Therefore, the highlighting of the learner presence in this study as the center role in the FDCoI model represents a unique contribution to the CoI model. This underscores the importance of considering learners as active participants in the learning process and granting them a significant role in shaping the learning community’s norms and practices.



6. Conclusion and limitation

In keeping with its research objective and methodological approach, this paper endeavors to extend the CoI model by incorporating institutional presence through factor analysis and Structural Equation Model. The quantitative findings of this study substantiate the degree to which institutional presence holds the potential to be incorporated in the CoI model by virtue of its excessive and comprehensive insights for proponent researchers and further elaborative investigation. This result accords with one of the hypotheses of this study, that is, the CoI model could be further developed by the addition of an institutional presence. However, the results does not satisfy with another hypothesis of this study, that is, institutional presence possesses significant effect on cognitive presence. According to the results of this study, the effect of institutional presence on cognitive presence was not significant. Nevertheless, as proposed in this paper, the CoI model, with an extension of institutional presence corroborates the parameters of its integration into CoI model and correlation to the other four presences. Besides, the research proves that institutional presence functions as an influential context factor and learner presence serves as the center and connection in the model. The results are in line with the study of Crossan et al. (1999), who argue that institutionalized learning supports and affects personal and collaborative learning. On the basis thereof, the findings can assist other researchers in investigating the systematic cycle of the CoI model and its internal structure. The results further explain and provide insights into the internal structure of the new CoI model and help to demonstrate and verify the new model.

Despite its endeavors to unearth a range of lines of Institutional Presence, this paper reasonably far exonerated from limitations, the most daunting of which resides in its rather confined data domains. By way of a plain and concise explanation, though 762 questionnaires were collected and examined, they hardly sufficed for such a new model to be adequately tested in other domains. Therefore, further research using more extensive data from various countries, universities, knowledge domains, subjects, and grades is necessary. In addition, further research could explore the perceptions of other groups, such as teachers or institutions, to determine whether their views differ from those of students.

To the best of its attempts within the pertinent scope, this paper which has initiatively revisited the CoI model, in a more comprehensive and systematic way, to incorporate ‘institutional presence’ as a value-added element to its pedagogical efficacy. Throughout the various stages of the collected data analysis, institutional presence indicated its firm connection to the other four presences, namely, teaching presence, learner presence, social presence and cognitive presence, and, hence, proved its insightfulness to both instructors and students for advanced exploration.
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This Foucauldian case study examines how dominant discourses in education operate to subtly constitute teachers as normalized subjects by producing knowledge and inducing techniques of power. The retellings of high school teachers are examined to demonstrate how they reconcile their own personal experiences and professional ethics with the static ideal images projected by competing political discourses. It is found in the localized context of a single American high school that public policy, technology, and teacher discourses represent teachers in certain ways and compel them to self-regulate themselves such that they internalize and reify imposed norms. However, teachers resist and alter these discourses to produce other possibilities for the critical teacher subject positions they actually occupy. A model is proposed to illustrate how different representations of the teacher-subject emerge from the collision, distribution, and legitimatization of these discourses. This study brings into view the ways teachers powerfully question and resist the constraints placed upon their conduct and draw on their personal relationships with each other to constitute their own professional identities.

KEYWORDS
 Foucault, education, public policy, identity, resistance, power, discourses, governmentality


1. Introduction

This study advances the findings of Rose (2022) that uncovered how public policy, technology, and teacher discourses in education compete to shape the norms that conduct the conduct of teachers. Foucault’s concepts on techniques of power are used to characterize how the three aforementioned discourses discipline teachers to instill social cohesion and constitute them as normalized subjects.

Foucault (1980a) theorized that various forms of knowledge and power that manifest as modern technology individualize the subject on whom and through whom they operate (p. 98). Technology is situated and validated in a “field of power” that is located in the micropractices of individuals and “made up of the bits and pieces” of discourses that are “desperate sets of tools or methods” through which “limitations operate” on individuals (Foucault and Sheridan, 1977, p. 26). From this perspective, technology creates a disciplinary apparatus used to define and enforce normalcy through boundaries, rules, procedures, and sanctions. He defined the strategies and tools that reinforce normalcy and govern human beings within society as “techniques of power,” which is the human dressage or management that regulate and discipline the conduct of individuals to accomplish programmatic goals (Foucault and Kritzman, 1988a, p. 104).

The objectives of the present study are threefold. First, examine how discourses apply techniques of power to discipline high school teachers and compel them to self-regulate themselves such that they internalize and reify the norms that reinforce certain ideal subject positions. Second, describe how the high school teachers resist public policy and technology discourses either openly or by finding certain spaces left free in which to exercise agency and autonomy without directly challenging the rationality of the dominant discourse. Finally, show how the high school teachers modify discourses with their own knowledge to transform power relations and allow for alternative and unexpected constitutions of the teacher subject potions based on ideas of ethics, professionalism, and care for others.

The issue of resistance was central to Foucault’s views on power relations. He defines the process of discourse formation as “a space of multiple dissensions; a set of different oppositions” (Foucault and Sheridan, 1977, p. 155). In his view, resistance is not a reaction to powerlessness, but instead the assumption of power used in the interest of forming contradictory discourses (Foucault, 1980b). Opposing power involves “detaching the power of truth from the forms of hegemony, social, economic, and cultural, within which it operates at the present time” (Foucault, 1980a, p. 131). Rose (1999) expands on this idea: “government through freedom multiplies the points at which a citizens play their part in the processes that govern them. And, in doing so, it also multiplies the points at which citizens are able to refuse, contest, and challenge those demands placed upon them” (p. xxiii). In short, dominant discourses shape individuals, but individuals also push back to transform discourses.

Techniques of power induce compliance not through intimidation, but by instilling within teachers an acceptance of certain values and norms to remake teachers into compliant subjects so that they self-regulate their thoughts and actions and do not rebel. It is believed that technology functions in schools as a “perpetual eye” on teachers that imposes “a normalizing process, or a disciplining, through which they lose the opportunity, capacity, and will to deviate” (Gilliom, 2008, p. 130). From a Foucauldian perspective, teachers resist these disciplinary techniques of power through counter strategies that center on deconstructing dominant discourses and exposing the irrational politics of truth behind them. By exposing fictions in the dominant discourse, teachers disrupt them and develop counter-discourses based on an opposing set of values, morals, and principles that are no longer faithful to the regime of truth, but rather to teachers’ sense of professional ethics (Rose, 2022). It follows that teachers produce power through a network of relations, localized truths, and shared understandings that allow them to diverge from, confront, and disrupt dominant discourses. In this way, teacher discourses sanction resistance to governing and surveillance techniques that teachers associate with administrative practices aimed at controlling them and maintaining their compliance with imposed rules, norms, and measures of performance.



2. Materials and methods

The present study examines the told stories of a group of high school administrators and teachers to understand their interactions with public policy, technology, and teacher discourses. It paints a unique and in-depth picture of how these three discourses mediate the practices, values, and realities of those who are affected. Its purpose is to uncover how discourses produce subjectivity by deconstructing both the techniques of power that discipline various aspects of the teacher-self within the situated context of one high school in the southern region of the United States.

Creswell (2007) views case studies as a methodology that involves an “in-depth understanding of a single case or an issue using a case as a specific illustration” (p. 97). For the present study, the case study method was melded with Foucauldian discourse analysis to uncover the contextual conditions that are believed to be relevant to the phenomenon under study in the real-life context in which it occurs. The setting and case for this study is a small city high school (grades 9–12) in the southern region of the United State with about 1,300 students and 90 teachers and staff.

The multiple phases of this study’s theoretical framework blended Foucault’s analytical method with qualitative inquiry research techniques that emphasizes description, reflection, and interpretation. The hybrid approach employed was exploratory and descriptive. Stories from research participants about their work shed light on how participants saw their situation. As described in the previous study (Rose, 2022), data collection comprised interviews with fourteen of the high school’s administrators and teachers with diverse backgrounds, experience levels, and perspectives along with follow-up interviews, classroom observations and document collection. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. After each interview, changes were made to questions and the interview protocol. What was learned in early interviews influenced the protocol for succeeding interviews. Subsequent interviews focused on gaining more insight into what previous interviewees had shared.

For this study, Gore’s (1995) and Bandeen’s (2009) models are drawn on to serves as conceptual frameworks for defining primary constructs and interpreting data. Gore’s (1995) typology of Foucault’s major techniques of power serves as the conceptual framework for data analysis, and it is used to deductively identify themes for mapping power relations within the localized context of the case study. Gore’s model normalizes and operationalizes Foucault’s circulating techniques of power into a tidy typology of eight power tools: Surveillance, Distribution, Totalization, Individuation, Classification, Exclusion, Normalization, and Regulation. This applied framework makes Foucault’s ideas more relevant to narrative in education research and to the analysis of lived realities and experiences.

Bandeen’s (2009) qualitative study of elementary school teachers is used to conceptualize the different subject positions that are afforded teachers. Bandeen’s grounded model proposes four possible teacher subject positions that surface from the collision between public policy and teacher discourses: (1) “silent-survival” (non-adherence to teacher norms; adherence to policy norms), (2) “vocal-leadership” (adherence to teacher norms; adherence to policy norms), (3) “silent-resistant” (adherence to teacher norms; non-adherence to policy norms), and (4) “vocal-resistance” (non-adherence to teacher norms; non-adherence to policy norms) (p. 190). The present study advances Bandeen’s model by adding a third discourse, technology, as first presented in Rose (2022). This discourse represents its own unique set of truths and aims to define education from a different perspective that teachers generally oppose.



3. Results


3.1. Power tools of public policy discourses

According to Foucault and Sheridan (1977), discipline operates through distribution by separating the objects of power in space by classification or rank. Distribution by classification identifies individuals by their function and rank, and this separates individuals in relation to others. The “art of distribution” makes possible the “supervision of each individual and the simultaneous work of all,” which turns the space of the school into a “machine for supervising, hierarchizing, and rewarding” (Foucault and Sheridan, 1977, p. 145). Distribution tactics like grouping or connecting permit the effects of totalization, and distribution tactics such as isolation and enclosing operate to support the individualization of subjects.

The very architecture of a school operates to distribute teachers into organized and isolated spaces that allow for the easy observation and managing of their activities. For example, the layouts of the classrooms in Kim’s wing of the main building at the high school enables the inconspicuous observation of teachers by school administrators and their peers. All the classrooms are identically arranged, however, classrooms on opposite sides of the hall are the mirror image of each other. Regardless of which side of the hallway a classroom is located, the teacher’s smart board is always immediately adjacent to the entrance of the room, students’ desks are in the center facing the front of the classroom, and the teacher’s desk is opposite the entrance positioned up against the far wall. This has the effect of creating repetitiveness in the physical space in which teachers work with which that both teachers and students become very familiar.

Sitting at her desk, Kim can look out the open door of her classroom, through the open door of the classroom across the hall, to see another teacher sitting at her desk looking back. The arrangement of classrooms provides teachers with a view of each other, and it also enables passerby’s to easily peer into in every classroom with an open door to see what is going on. Anyone walking down the hall in a direction leaving the central courtyard, can see the students sitting at their desks and teachers giving their presentations. When they reach the end of the hall and turn around to walk back towards the courtyard, they can see what is displayed on the smart boards in every classroom.

As described above, the panoptic qualities of school’s architecture are evident in the arrangement of the classrooms. If an administrator or a department head wanted to assess whether Kim and her colleagues were all conducting the same learning activity as specified by their department’s common curriculum map, they could take an unassuming stroll down the hall to check. Teachers never know when someone of authority might use the architecture of the school to observe them unannounced. Sometimes, they may not even be aware that are being observed by someone outside the classroom. This makes the supervision of teachers invisible, which creates the sense that observation is constant – like living in fishbowl – and this leads to them to behaving as if they are being watched all the time.

In describing Foucault’s metaphor of a panopticon, Harland (1995) notes the effects of this power technique: “the exercise of continuous surveillance…means that those concerned also come to anticipate the response…to their actions past, present, and future and therefore come to discipline themselves” (p. 101). He also quotes Foucault and Sheridan’s (1977) observation that Distribution techniques “arrange things so that the surveillance is permanent in its effects even if it is discontinuous in action” (p. 201). Because teachers do not know when they are being observed, they adjust their behavior perpetually. As Kourtney says: “I have gotten used to it now, you feel like they are watching you all the time.”

In addition to distributing teachers in physical space to make them observable to authorities, Bandeen (2009) notes that distribution “isolates teachers from one another – teachers are essentially trapped as going to the bathroom or walking down the hall for food would mean that students are left unsupervised” (p. 109). Ella also comments that she does not have time to do anything else besides supervise her students even when she is present in her classroom: “It is not like you can turn them loose. Even when they are working on their own, I cannot sit here and look up fun activities or alternate ways of teaching because I am constantly having to monitor what they are doing.”

Teachers are classified by the classes they teach, and pursuant to these classifications they are assigned workloads and regimented schedules that limit their opportunities to interact with each other. For example, Kourtney says that her free time is taken up by extracurricular activities that teachers are expected to do: “Not only are you teaching, but you are also coaching something. You do not just come in here and teach, I do fifty-thousand other things that I do not get paid for.” And, Halle explains that because planning blocks are scattered throughout the day, teachers never have the opportunity to talk: “Everybody’s planning block is different. You may be teaching algebra and never see the other algebra teachers.”

Resulting from their classification and rank, teachers are isolated from each other. Leah confirms the severe isolation that can occur: “I have been very isolated here. I do not need validation from others, and I do not mind eating lunch by myself, but just some days I would like to speak to someone over the age of 14.” Luke also describes how his rank among all teachers as belonging to a specific department isolates his group from the rest of the school: “We are very isolated on this hall. I do not know anyone else besides who is on this hall.” Kim reiterates how the distribution in teachers in the space of their individual classrooms produces an overall sense of separation: “We are all really in our classrooms all year. I can count on one hand how many times we are all in one place talking about something during a year.”

The isolating effects of distribution techniques characterize the physical or contextual ways in which a network of common standards, performative systems and quantitative measures trap teachers within the four walls of their classrooms and automates their work. Distribution is imposed through rigid time schedules, pacing guides, curriculum maps and other prescriptive procedures produced by these systems. Teachers are always playing catch-up with the strenuous and stressful expectations imposed by time schedules and their students, which leaves them no time to intermingle and form relationships. For example, Kourtney characterizes the demands placed on her by students: “The kids are demanding, and they think you should answer them immediately and you do not have anything else going on in your life.” Their overwhelming schedules operates in the favor of public policy discourses because it forces teachers make use of the ‘shortcuts’ to instruction that are readily available. Ella gives an example:


Most of the time we are teaching what we have at our fingertips because we do not have time to pull in other things. We teach what the book is, which is sad, but when you have to spend so much time on other things, then you are just going off the textbook even though I know I am teaching other people’s beliefs about how it should be taught and what should be taught.
 

The distribution of teachers in time compels them to follow public policy and give up their power to performative systems. It erases what they would normally do to personalize their instruction and replaces it with predetermined pedagogy that as Ella says above represents “other people’s beliefs” and not the way they would choose to teach if they had adequate time to prepare.

Isolated from seeing what others are doing, teachers are left feeling fully responsible for their students’ outcomes and become highly committed to improving their scores, which reinforces the power of accountability systems. Leah is an example of a teacher who is very much concerned about demonstrating her performance, as she says: “I am trying to do my job, trying not to complain, and not to make waves because I like my job. I want to keep it.” She describes her first year as “sink or swim” with “professional deadlines” that were “very difficult to meet.” Even though she says her first year of teaching was “horrible” and her first evaluation was a “nightmare,” she believes she is “seeing improvement from last year in terms of teaching and management.” She is determined to make herself into a high performer.

Teachers like Leah are more susceptible to rationales of policy discourse. They willingly check their own scores to see their distribution relative to other teachers in their department, school and nation who are also measured by the same common assessment technology. The data makes teachers responsible for their assigned rank and for taking steps to improve themselves within the confines of their classification (classroom) without actually knowing if how they teach is any different from their peers due to their isolation. The data regulates what teachers can do and thus what they can become – their subjectivity – without the need of physical boundaries.

Production and quantitative measure produce data that distributes teachers by rank based on criteria favored by public policy. Teachers are ranked against all other teachers based on their ‘quality’ as represented by the statistics that are attributed to their work. In the same way that the data may represent the learning difficulties of individual students, administrators use the data to pinpoint trends or markers that signify ‘low’ performing teachers and then determine what they need to do to improve, which may include redistributing them in some way to subject them to other disciplining techniques. Novice teachers are paired with veteran mentors on their first day on the job and Mary reveals that sometimes struggling teachers are relocated near high performing teachers with the intent of connecting with a new role model.

Conversely, teachers who are ranked as high performers by the data are held up as ‘ideal’ models of compliance with policy’s expectations, and for this reason they may also be redistributed in relation to others. Halle, an administrator, uses the test scores to determine which teachers “you want explaining to the other teachers what they did.” Sometimes, the “better” teachers (often veteran with seniority) get the more advanced AP classes with “easy going” high performing kids and the “worse” teachers (often the newest and youngest) are relegated to teaching the entry-level classes with a more “taxing” general population of students, thus reifying their rank within the school socially, geographically, and hierarchically. For example, the high school administrators privileged the flipped classroom model when they commended the success of Noah’s use of the approach. Noah says that his modeling of best practices and achieving improved test scores was awarded when he was “given honors classes” to teach.

At the high school, distribution circulates teachers “in a network of relations” (Foucault and Sheridan, 1977, p. 146). It categorizes teachers by the classes they teach and ranks them within their classification relative to others (p. 145). According to their category and rank, teachers are isolated in the geographic ‘space’ within the school and by rigid time schedules that burden them with demanding assignments and responsibilities. These systems and associated accountability technology isolate and trap teachers in their classrooms throughout the workday. Performance statistics are also used to separate high performing compliant teachers from low performing noncompliant teachers, which can lead to further refinements of their physical distribution and subjects the other disciplinary techniques of power like surveillance that produce self-regulating teacher-subjects.

The distribution techniques discussed above arrange teachers in space and time to enable their observation, supervision, and examination. In Gore’s (1995) research, surveillance in schools is defined as “supervising, closely observing, watching, threatening to watch or expecting to be watched” (p. 169). Under the ‘norms’ of policy discourses, teachers are supervised to determine if they are behaving in ways that reflect performative models. As Bandeen (2009) notes: “surveillance elicits a performance to enact a semblance of compliance” with accountability goals (p. 105). Watching is closely linked to judging, correcting and praising teachers’ conduct during which “teacher bodies become aligned with intuitional purposes” (Bandeen, 2009, p. 105).

At the high school, teachers are subject to both scheduled and unannounced classroom observations by administrators that are either formal evaluative visits lasting the entire span of a class or are brief 5- to 15 min check-in calls called “walkthroughs.” Kim summarizes the observation schedule: “Your first year, they visit twice per semester – one time announced and one time unannounced. Your second and third year, they come twice a year. Once you are tenured, they come once every other year.” Leah, a new teacher, discloses how many times she was observed over her first year: “Out of 180 days and having the kids 90 min a day, I have been observed twice for a full class and once for 15 min at the beginning of a class.” John confirms that administrators will stay “bell-to-bell” during an official observation and that he undergoes extra observations from outside district-level administrators due to the nature of the type of class he teaches. Leah also mentions that as a new teacher she is subject to additional “peer observations” from her mentor and department head.

Based on the comments above, it appears that how much and how often a teacher is directly observed is contingent on their classification and rank and on how an individual administrator decides to apply surveillance tools. During an observation, administrators are looking for visible evidence that teachers are complying with the rules and expectations of the institution. Jane agrees that through classroom observations: “The administration knows who is doing what they are supposed to and who is not.” Kim believes she knows what administrators want to see when they visit her class:


I have my agenda on the board every day. I have my state standards posted. All those things are stuff you have to do as a teacher. When the administrators come do walkthroughs; this is what they are looking for. They are looking to see that you have your word wall, that you are doing the vocab, and if you have a plan and you’re following the standards and stuff like that. That is the accountability part of it.
 

Luke describes an observation as a “walkthrough where they come into the classroom, sits there, and takes notes for my evaluation.” He continues by noting the administrators are watching for certain signifiers that represent performance standards: “Administrators like to see some sort of bell ringers. They are looking for certain specific things – basically did they see ‘x’, ‘y’, and ‘z’ or did they not see ‘x’, ‘y’, or ‘z’ – like did the teacher use essential questions.” Kourtney adds some of the other criteria that administers assess during an observation:


They have this form they fill out and they are looking for you to have your common standards, integrate your technology, literacy standards, and you are differentiating your instruction for the kids that need it. They are just basically checking off a list that you are doing everything you need to. When I know I have an announced observation, then I will plan. If you have an announced observation and you want do not do well on it – that is when you want to put on your best show.
 

As Kim aptly points out above, through direct observations, administrators are gathering evidence about whether teachers are complying with public policy. And, through their knowledge of the criteria of surveillance, teachers can counter the scrutiny of school administrators and others by displaying behaviors that give the appearance of at least minimal conformity – what Kourtney refers to as a ‘show’ of professionalism. During observations, teachers behave as if they are being studied. In Kourtney’s earlier comment, she surmises that if a teacher understands the criteria, they can pass the examination by putting on a “show.” Rachel also compares her routine during an observation to a performance: “For the announced, what you do in a class does take planning and you need it to put on a dog-and-pony show.” Noah reveals that he thinks the essential questions are ridiculous, so he has developed an alternative solution: “To make an essential question, what I do is just put a question mark at the end of the objective. The way I game the system is to write it on the board. It will make them checkmark the box when they come in with that walkthrough form.” John describes in detail how he adjusts his lecture format when an administrator is watching:


I will pull up the pacing guide and I will say to the class: “Okay, today class we are going to cover this…” Next, I will pull my screen up and say: “In the course syllabus this will be standard number 5.” An administrator sitting there will see that and I will state it, and I also have it up visually so they can see it. Also, if you look up on my board, right there, are my essential questions.
 

What administrators see during an observation, even an unannounced observation, reflects what a teacher has planned ahead of time to visibly display as evidence of his or her compliance. Surveillance tools compel teachers to prepare a script for every class that they can pull out and “lay on administrators” to produce the appearance of meeting standards. On inspection, teachers must appear to administrators to have transformed themselves to become more like the ideal image of what a teacher is presumed to be like as measured by a series of checkboxes on a form. The checkboxes or criteria represent certain irrefutable values and principles privileged by public policy.

The procedures of standardize curriculum combine with surveillance techniques to create a technological apparatus of systematic, continuous, and pervasive normalization, which eliminates the stress of getting caught doing anything ‘wrong’ because teachers are nearly always doing what is ‘right’. Some teachers appear to be at least partially educated to a ‘regime of truth’ and normalized such as they have become agents of their own subjectification under public policy discourses. For example, after a classroom observation, a teacher is given a copy of the official observation form that shows which criteria he or she has met of failed to meet.

Mary, an administrator, explains what the checkboxes on the form represent: “If you have a lot of checkmarks then you are doing a lot of the things they are looking for.” The observation systematically reduces teaching to a set of checkboxes that represent only what can been seen by an outside observer and allows for individualization and totalization of teachers based on predetermined, yet continuously shifting criteria defined by public policy discourses and based on overly simplified behaviorist notions of the human condition. With the surveillance tool, teachers are individually inspected or diagnosed as missing certain absolute qualities of performance and they are ranked or categorized relative to all teachers based on the total number of checkmarks they receive. Kourtney takes issue with the ‘short form’ surveillance tool when nothing is checked, and the form is returned to her blank and without any explanation:


They will come through the room and the way they come in is very authoritative – no smile, no nothing, like they are in charge. After the walkthrough, they will put a blank form in the box, and it is a slap in the face. I think it is done on purpose because it is like they are saying: “I did not see anything that I think is worth of checking.” It is perceived as a bad thing, and it hurts your feelings. You start second guessing yourself and having evil thoughts. You get mad and go run your mouth to someone else about it. It is a strange thing to do. Why come in if you cannot write something down to give feedback?
 

For Foucault, surveillance strategies were more about influencing an individual’s psychology rather than trying to directly control what they do or make decisions for a person. Surveillance “does not liberate man of his own being, it compels him to face the task of producing himself” (Foucault, 1984, p. 42). In Kourtney’s comment above, the blank observation form caused her to “second guess” herself and have “evil thoughts.” It was a “slap in a face” to how she sees herself, which triggers her to appeal for more explicit “feedback” so that she can know what she is doing wrong. The effect of the blank form compels Kourtney to privately self-examine her own identity.

Through Surveillance tools, administrators at the high school continuously confront teachers with imbued impartial ‘truths’ about themselves to compel them to confess their faults and self-correct their conduct. Halle says that administrators at the high school never tell teachers exactly what to do. Instead, the evaluation of teachers at the high school resembles a kind of counseling session. Mary, an administrator, describes the ritual of the debriefing session from an administrator’s viewpoint:


We meet with the teachers one-on-one during which their observations are read to them about what they did. Then, we have a conversation about of what is happening and how can they improve.
 

Mary sees her role as kind of helpful coach who aids teachers in their career. During the confessional debriefing session that Mary describes above, teachers are compelled to validate the ‘truth’ rendered by the observation and take responsibility for correcting their mistakes or deficits by speaking to how they are going to change themselves. Surveillance takes on the form of self-inspection or self-analysis. Foucault believed that “self-examination is tied to powerful systems of external control: sciences and pseudosciences, religious and moral doctrines” that underscore public discourses and are supported by a “cultural desire to know the truth about oneself,” which “prompts the telling of truth; in confession after confession to oneself and to others, this mise en discourse has placed the individual in a network of relations of power with those who claim to be able to extract the truth of these confessions through their possession of the keys to interpretation” (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1984, p. 174). The effect of an examination is not to oppress or silence teachers, but rather it is to create a connection or a relationship between school administrators and teachers – to make them visible and to define them in certain ways as individuals so that they can be talked about in an objective fashion, and they readily talk about the ‘truth’ of themselves in terms of their performance, professionalism, and pursuit of a career in education.

The ultimate example of confessional ‘truth’ telling comes at the end of school year when a teacher ‘sits-down’ with the principal for about 15 min to go over his or her official evaluation documents in typical bureaucratic form. Kim gives her take on the meeting:


They judged us on if we are meeting set of teacher standards like ethics or our repertoire. There is a list of things that they check ‘yes’ or ‘no’ on how you are doing these things and we get a copy. Then we talk about with the principal and hear if he feels we can improve on anything. We set goals at the beginning of the year and then another at the end of the year.
 

Based on Kim’s comment above, a teacher’s final yearly appraisal focuses on objectives in which the expertise of the ultimate authority in the school is used to counsel teachers to help maximize their productivity and avoid their early exit from the field. The evaluation is based on a participatory activity of mutually constructing a set of goals that a teacher will use to remake his or herself into a ‘better’ individual. By becoming complicit in their surveillance, teachers are at the same time disciplined and liberated – by accepting responsibility for changing themselves, they become their own supervisors and deflect the gaze of the authority. Leah recalls how she had a “tough time” during her first-year evaluation:


It was horrible. The principal did not come right and tell me I suck as a teacher, but he did say that there is a lot of work to be done and these are the two main areas I would focus on next year. He basically told me: “We are not going to fire you and the only way we will fire you is if you just refuse to do what we are asking you to do.”
 

Like a doctor kindly sharing the good news with his seriously ill patient that he has found a cure, the principal informs Leah that she still has a chance at a life as a teacher and she will overcome her challenges. Leah responds with a renewed determination to prove her worth, and she takes comfort in knowing administers are available to “nurture” her through the process of becoming a professional teacher. Leah has agreed to work under constant self-surveillance, reinforcing what Foucault and Sheridan (1977) referred to as a circular relation between ‘truth’ of the need for performance that defines what is ‘right’ and the power of disciplining practice through self-regulation: “Knowledge, once used to regulate the conduct of others, entails constraint, regulation and the disciplining of practice. Thus, there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time, power relations” (p. 27).

In a neoliberal paradigm of organizational management, individuals are free, but they must be self-critical and self-regulate and they require leadership, objectives, values and programs to develop their skills. In discussing the “technologies of the self” that individuals use to transform their selves, Foucault (1988b) described these practices of self-development as: “…permitting individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being” (p. 18). The practice of ‘instructional audits’ at the high school is another such tool in which administrators help teachers into a new way of being. Halle describes the audit process: “Every few weeks we sit down with all the teachers. We have a printout of their grade book, so if one teachers class average is a 61 and their test score is a 79 and they all teach the same subject, we want to know what is happening, why are we having that.” Leah verifies Halle’s characterization of the audit process:


We use a curriculum map, which are our standards, and we write down what activities we use to teach those standards and the dates we teach those standards. We have turn them in at the beginning of the semester. They are supposed to be audits we are supposed to have with the administration and guidance about at-risk students, people who are failing and to make sure we are still on par with the curriculum map we turned.
 

Both Halle and Leah describe the audit process as kind of accountability in which teachers are measured by statistics and they must explain themselves. In this sense, audits appear to be another top-down form of surveillance like classrooms observations, but from Halle’s point of view, teachers should be self-disciplined so that administrators do not need to step in to correct problems. She believes that when teachers take responsibility for managing themselves according to the expectations and goals of the institution, they are liberated from her supervision. Kourtney confirms that she feels free if she stays within the limits set for her: “I have complete freedom as long as I am meeting the standards, I have to turn in my lesson plans every week – they are checked by two different people and the principal. So, they know what I am doing.”

In the modern school where teachers are ‘free’ subjects, surveillance manifests as the management practices of coaching, guiding, advising, training, and collaborating. Together, these disciplinary techniques “serve as an intermediary between” administrators and teachers; “…linking them together, extending them, and above all…it assures an infinitesimal distribution of the powers relations” (Foucault, 1984, p. 153). The official classroom observation procedure is a pretext for a sit-down conversation or counseling session with teachers. Surveillance culminates in teachers self-regulating their own behavior to achieve collective education goals that are continuously reiterated by public policy discourses as statistics that report on common standards, learning outcomes, and key performance indicators.



3.2. High performer and conformist teacher-subject positions

The previous section identifies the techniques of power applied by public policy discourses to regulate what governmentality ascribes as the right mode of work and restrict the space in which teachers can operate. Statistics perpetually sort, rank, and classify teachers to exert pressure on them to self-discipline themselves. It was shown how distribution techniques facilitate the direct surveillance of teachers through unannounced walk-throughs, classroom observations, instructional audits and other forms of overt and covert data collection. Teachers were then confronted with data produced by surveillance during debriefing sessions with an individual presented as a friendly coach, counselor, advisor, or authority figure. During these sessions teachers are gently compelled to confess their faults and accept responsibility for self-regulating themselves into acceptable modes of thinking, speaking, and behaving.

Management of an institution like a school is a “calculated or rational activity… that seeks to shape conduct by working through [the] desires, aspirations, interests and beliefs [of individuals], for definite but shifting ends” (Dean, 1999, p. 11). From the public policy perspective, the ‘ends’ are preparing students with cutting-edge skills to be successful in the workforce and to meet wider economic interests. The ‘means’ are management practices based on performative models forged in the private sector that focus on common standards, outcome measures, and performative schemes. These common standards attempt to regulate what teachers can teach (curricula) and how they teach (pedagogy) (Rose, 2022). What is shown through the analysis of the teacher retellings is a romanticized narrative that denotes an ideal subject position, which is aligned with public policy discourses I call the ‘high achiever’ subject; someone that does not just adopt public policy reforms; he or she defends public policy goals and takes the initiative to see them accomplished without the need to be pressured into it by school administrators.

The high achiever subject is someone who looks to outcome statistics for validation of a job well done and thinks competition among teachers is productive; is self-critical, strives for excellence and continuously looks for ways to add value to themselves; prioritizes teaching from prearranged curricula over their own personal teaching style; dutifully documents their own work to make their activities visible to administrators and parents to ensure ‘fairness’ and transparency; and has a boundless positive attitude about and the will to try new teaching practices, technology and the latest trends. The high achiever is absorbed by public policy discourses and has no issue with limiting teacher freedom for the sake of improving outcomes.

The discursive statements of the high school teachers who have assumed the high achiever subject position reinforce the positive rationales that compose public policy discourses. As the title implies, the ideal subject is someone who sees himself or herself as an agent, supporter or follower of progress – his or her primary mission is to contribute to a successful school however it is defined. A high achiever is someone who needs to succeed and wants the recognition as a ‘top-performing teacher’. Typically, teachers who assume this subject position are new to their jobs and are thus vulnerable. They are concerned about being seen favorably by administrators and producing positive measures of their performance. Or, they are veteran teachers who are working towards graduate degrees in Educational Leadership and intend to eventually advance to administrative positions, and are thus modeling a managerial attitude.

The high achiever subject is a static and essential archetype that is legitimized by public policy discourses but is rarely fully grasped by teachers because it is counter to teacher discourses. Public policy discourses construct an ideal subject position that is mainly an impractical representation of a perfect teacher rather than an authentic account of a possible teacher subject. As such, the representation is an idealized subject that is in turn used in discourses as a porotype for what they should be, when teachers are faced with critical reviews of their conduct. Teachers are confronted with this improbable ideal, but what actually emerges are disrupted subject positions. Bandeen (2009) terms one of these alternative possibilities as ‘silent-survival’, and the analysis of the retellings of the high school teachers in the present study confirms that this reframing of the compliant teacher subject is more true-to-life. I rename this subject position as the ‘conformist’ teacher subject. Conformists believe that voicing their concerns is futile. The conformist adjusts to the demands of public policy discourses by succumbing – someone who drifts with the tide.

The conformist subject position is indicated by a “willingness to be a ‘team player’ for the support and endorsement of new policy” and “avoiding any discourses associated with negativity” (Bandeen, 2009, p. 115). Teachers may complain amongst themselves, but they show self-restraint and as Kim says, “they will just do it for the most part.” Teachers operating in conformist mode will not vocalize their opposition to policy reforms – they want to stay, as Kourtney says, “under the radar” and “not stand out.” Teachers become disillusioned by a recurring cycle of policy changes, and as a result disengage and do the minimum of what is expected in order to keep their jobs (Rose, 2022). The conformist subject is someone who grudgingly aligns themselves with new policy goals and has learned to “cope with policy discourses through silence” (Bandeen, 2009, p. 116). The ideal model for teacher compliance projected by public policy discourses contrast with a real one that emerges. The high achiever teacher is a vocal advocate for public policy reform, whereas the conformist subject is a begrudging follower.



3.3. Power tools of technology discourses

In Gore’s (1995) typology of Foucault’s major techniques of power, she defines individualization as: “Giving individual character to oneself or another” (p. 178). In contrast, totalization is the “specification of collectivities [and] giving collective character” (Gore, 1995, p. 179). Teachers are assigned individual character as belonging to certain classifications of groups based on how they measure up to collective or prescriptive ideal of what a teacher should be.

The totalizing effects to technology discourses can be seen in teachers’ individual narratives. For example, David, an administrator, says: “Students are digital natives compared to 20 years ago when I started teaching.” In his observation, he is applying collective character to students based on a principle spread by wider technology discourses. This illustrates how some teachers have internalized the knowledge or ‘truths’ that support technology discourses as a result of totalizing tactics – totalizing knowledge which they also apply to themselves and other teachers, not just students.

Some aspects of what it means to be a good or bad teacher are derived from wider technology discourses and are enacted through the relationships that teachers have with others in the context of their work. Administrators are compelled to measure teachers based on certain mandated technology competency standards, and they also totalize and individualize teachers based on technology discourses. For example, Mary, an administrator, attempts to totalize teachers by saying that “most teachers” do not use the technology that is freely available to them. Next, she individualizes teachers by attributing certain traits to this “non-user” group such as they may be reluctant to use or uncomfortable with technology:


I find that teachers do not use a lot of technology in the classroom, which is kind of surprising because they have a lot. I do not know if it is because they have taught for so long without technology that they choose not to use it because they feel like their teaching is good without it or if they are not comfortable with how to use the technology. I almost never ever see kids using technology in the classroom.
 

In her interview, Mary praises Noah as demonstrating the ideal way to use innovative technology to which all teachers should aspire. Noah’s belief in the value of standardized curricula and student-centered learning is supported by the aforementioned “net-generation” social imperative. In the following quote from Noah, he uses the rhetoric of technology discourses to, like Mary, paint a totalizing and individualizing image of other teachers by applying a hypothesis for why they are not matching his example:


I think people will have to let go of the traditional view of education and move toward what is best for students if that means not having as much control and not doing the same PowerPoint for another 5 or 10 years to have all the attention on them. We have to get away from that because the generation has changed and therefore culture has changed. If you are not teaching with culturally appropriate methods, then you are not serving so to speak.
 

In Noah’s comments above, he refers to the problem of doing the same things for “five or ten years” and Mary says, “they have taught for so long without technology that they choose not to.” These comments imply that they think age or experience is a factor correlated with technology competence. Later, Noah reveals how he believes his young age and the young age of one of his colleagues is a determining factor of their mutual success: “We’re both pretty young and pretty forward thinking.” Similarly, Kim believes that being young helps and she portrays one of senior teachers as being a barrier to fully implementing a new digital curriculum in her department:


Until now everyone has done their own thing, and this is a new concept of meeting together and discussing how you are going to teach together. But, he does not sit down with us. He may think he does not have anyone to meet with or collaborate with because he is the only one who teachers his class.
 

However, she says this issue is about to resolve itself: “He is retiring, so he is moving out, and we will have a younger faculty in the department, especially now with him retiring.”

As revealed above, the practice of measuring teachers according to ‘objective’ levels of technology competence, enthusiasm and use, facilitates both totalizing and individualizing power techniques. In this process the conduct and character of teachers is normed against an exceptional local group of technology leaders in their school, official technology standards for teachers and schools, and the common rhetorical points of view supporting technology discourses in the public realm.

The image of the ideal technology-astute teacher is inscribed in the official texts of state’s policy in the form of technology competency standards. Teachers are required to demonstrate how they participate in “ongoing, intensive, high-quality professional development that addresses the integration of 21st Century technologies into the curriculum and instruction to create new learning environments” and how they “achieve acceptable performance on standards- based performance profiles of technology user skills” (State Department of Education, 2015, p. 79). Schools measure teachers by their amount of involvement in professional development on technology topics, level of technology competency, positive attitudes towards technology, and use of technology in the classroom. Sometimes, this combination of criteria is referred to as technology self-efficacy, which is the idea that teachers believe in and take responsibility for their technology capabilities – actively seeking out professional development opportunities to improve their technology skills and then choosing to dutifully demonstrate their technology abilities in the classroom.

The all too familiar language that labels teachers as ‘techno-natives’ or ‘techno-immigrants’ is common rhetorical chorus in technology discourse (Prensky, 2001), but the connotations they carry is a source of agonism among teachers. Teachers who do not willingly hand over their classes to technology are seen as not being savvy enough to keep up with the future. Linked to the assumptions about performance is that older teachers are to blame for resisting the radicalization of education through technology.

Individualizing teachers by relating their age to their level of technology competence seems to have had an impact on the more experienced teachers in the localized context of the high school. Susan’s story is sort of the reverse of Noah, Rachel, John and other members on techno cutting edge. In their normalized view, she represents the typical “old” teacher that is holding education back. In introducing herself to me, Susan says that she has been teaching for 40 years and “if you ask any of the students here, they will tell you immediately that I am the old one who will not let them use a computer.” Susan describes herself as “very old fashioned,” which “has a place” in her class because she believes that students must learn how to do things “by themselves because that is the way I know they will know.” She is aware that she has been isolated by individualizing power tactics because of her differing views and conduct, but does not seem too concerned:


I realize I am in the minority with this view, but I want my students to know the subject. That is my basic goal. They can confirm with all the wonderful technology tools that they have available now. That is fine with me, but they must know the subject. You miss the whole point when you do not see the patterns and see how things work together, and if you are just typing everything into a computer, then you will never see that.
 

The stories provided above reveal how the power tools of totalization and individualization subject teachers to the knowledge and ‘ideals’ of technology discourses – tactics that compare and characterize all teachers as not being techno-savvy relative to a minority of young hot shots who are. Bandeen (2009) believes that “through Foucauldian power tools of totalization and individuation, teachers learn that by acting in certain ways they will either be recognized (calcified) or be erased (excluded) through the reassignments of value” (p. 112). Under the current regime of truth supported by technology discourses, a subgroup of the high school teachers is recognized as representing progress, most other teachers are engaging in the process of recasting themselves according to shifting technology and performance expectations, and small number of teachers who are labeled as ‘oldies’ are being pushed to retire, excluded, marginalized, and slowly erased.



3.4. Innovator and technician teacher-subject positions

For Foucault, discourses privilege or marginalize particular beliefs, values or actions by referencing the value of imbued ‘truths’ as a body of knowledge (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1984, p. 187). Technology discourses establish the knowledge of subjects within their situated context. This knowledge is internalized by individuals and becomes a part of their identity. The aim of the previous section was to demonstrate how teachers have assumed different aspects of what technology discourses present as the ideal subject that I call the ‘innovator’ teacher subject.

Through the retellings of the high school teachers, it was revealed how technology discourses operate to characterize the innovator teacher by circulating the credos that present a picture of the ideal teacher. This subject position is presented as someone who is convinced that technology is the key to advancing education and solving society’s ills; feels responsible for teaching about technology in their class to spread technology literacy; willingly maintains their own technology competence by seeking out professional development opportunities; freely transforms their pedagogical practices to conform with technology-driven modes of learning, sees their role as that of a technology-enabled coach that takes a backseat to student self-directed learning; and is distinguished by their cutting-edge use of an online learning management systems (Rose, 2022). Ultimately, an innovator teacher is someone who readily relinquishes their power to technology-driven learning environments – he or she steps out of the way and lets technology take over for the good of students.

The snapshot of the ideal subject defined above is sketched within the limits set by technology discourses. This narrative embodies the imputed possibilities of technology is accepted without much criticism and questioning from teachers. Possibly, this verifies that the techniques and practices of technology discourses that are describe in the previous section are very productive at regulating and normalizing the high school teachers. The school is purposefully constructing a positive school culture around technology. Teachers are enmeshed in an environment of cutting-edge technology that they are expected to leverage to enhance instruction. The high school employs an instructional technology coordinator to manage technology initiatives and coach teachers on how to integrate technology into the classroom. It has changed the curriculum to emphasize technology skills and employs four business-tech teachers. Finally, the high school’s teachers understand that the qualities of the innovator teacher are encoded into official public policy texts that show up on their evaluation forms at the end of every school year.

It is also described in the previous section how teachers are totalized and individualized based on what technology discourses construct as what it means to be normal. Teachers are measured against official technology competency standards and are observed for behavioral evidence of a positive attitude towards technology. Those teachers who do not measure up to the standards are diagnosed for their individual faults and are pressured to change themselves through coaching, training, and exclusion. The example of a select group of techno-savvy youngsters is held up for teachers to admire as a way to make the promises of technology discourses appear genuine in the local context. It is through these totalizing and individualizing tactics that the high school teachers come to conduct themselves and ultimately transforms themselves into the innovator teacher subject.

The snapshot of the innovator teacher represents how one possible subject position has coalesced and become available to teachers, but it is not the only option teachers have. Other counter-narratives can represent teachers in different ways. A few younger teachers from the digital generation are ecstatic about the self-directed learning possibilities of technology, but for most teachers at the high school, the notion of giving up their authority over the teaching process to a computer is a prospect that they are reluctant to accept. The language teachers use to describe technology is generally passive or conditional as well as positive. Their applied view of technology as neutral necessitates a detached position where technology itself is not as important as how it is used – the technology changes from year-to-year but teaching practices and class content are irreplaceable (Rose, 2022). From this perspective, technology tools are useful to some teachers because they make instruction more engaging, interactive, and entertaining, but they are not revolutionary.

The above depiction of the way teachers align themselves with technology discourses represents an alternative subject position that I call the ‘technician’ teacher subject. This subject is someone who is more practical and less animated about the possibilities of technology. The technician attempts to fit technology into their work, not rearrange their work around technology. They also believe that technology should empower relationships and interactions among teachers and students, not replace them with automated computer-mediated learning.

In the process of governing themselves, teachers choose to reinforce or reform power relations. Foucault and Blasius (1993) explains that “governing people is not a way to force people to do what the governor wants; it is always a versatile equilibrium, with complementarity and conflicts between techniques…through which the subject is constructed or modified by himself” (p. 203). Teachers are not entirely produced by technology discourses – they have other experiences and influences of competing rationalities defined by other discourses to reflect on. The reality of individual subjects is contingent upon complex social relationships that play a part in influencing whether a teacher accepts some of the demands of the ideal innovator teacher subject position.



3.5. Power tools of teacher discourses

In mapping teacher discourses, it is not the aim of this article to validate the goals of teacher discourses as being more ‘right’ than the rationales produced by public policy or technology discourses. Teacher discourses are not merely reactive to public policy discourses – they work to condition teachers through complex relations to certain group norms that are equally regulating and normalizing, but in different ways and for different ends. Bandeen (2009) theorizes that teacher discourses apply classification and exclusion techniques of power within their social relations (p. 80). She posits that “as teachers create groups, they determine who is respected while also excluding others to create shifting patterns of informal memberships” (Bandeen, 2009, p. 80).

Gore (1995) defines classification as “differentiating groups or individuals from one another, classifying them, classifying oneself” (p. 174). Classification is the way teachers individualize and totalize others and themselves according to the social group to which they belong. In teacher discourses, group membership is indicated by loyalty, bonds, and empathy that create a sense of solidarity. Groups normalize teachers into the ‘better’ ways of doing things from the perspective of teacher discourses. Sometimes groups can be cliquish or elitist, meaning that they exclude and divide teachers. Gore (1995) explains that exclusion is sort of the “reverse side” of normalization – it is “a technique for tracing the limits that will define difference, defining boundaries, setting zones” that label some behaviors as ‘wrong’ and construct some individuals as ‘others’ (p. 173).

Many the high school teachers understand their group memberships as an inherent aspect of their jobs. For example, Kim hypothesizes: “Initially, if you like each other as people, just like normal – it is just natural that we all get together to talk about school and our classes and things.” David makes s similar observation: “People meet and get together simply because of shared values.” Kourtney reiterates that “teachers will have a group of people they will naturally gravitate to,” and she expounds further: “I am going to hang out with people who are more like me because I would not want to say something to someone else because you do not want to hear what they have to say.” Kourtney feels that she can speak freely around her like-minded friends when she has something negative to say. Her social group allows her to take a resistant position on issues, to be pessimistic and to defend herself. In other words, her social group supports her activism.

Kim adds to her earlier comment that it is through groups that “things will get spread around.” Echoing Kim’s experience, other high school teachers also note that groups facilitate sharing knowledge. For example, Kourtney comments on the sense of comradery that exists: “The collaboration that we have is amazing – you could go to anyone here and they will help you. We are all really good friends.” Jane gives a specific example of how teachers support each other: “All the time, I will type an assignment out, the I will share it with my colleagues and ask them to tell me how I can tweak it.” Similarly, Luke says: “At this school, there is a lot of collaboration. Not only within my department, but with other fields. We share how we get stuff done.” By working collaboratively, teachers come to agree on which tools or practices are better than others, and sometimes what they settle on as the right course of action does not always match what public policy discourses anticipate. Teachers are influenced by many factors that become intertwined with their views about public policy like their own interest in doing, as Jane says, “what is best for the students.”

School administrators often arrange social groups by assigning teachers to committees during which teachers are asked to take on leadership roles. For example, John talks about how he has assumed the responsibility to “head up” a new class that many teachers in his department will be delivering next year as part of a statewide initiative. After teaching the class himself for the first time, John plans to “compile all of my information and teachers will take it next year to use it.” John is acting on behalf of public policy discourses to leverage his social relations in support of a new program. In the context of the school, teachers serve as proxies for the agendas of public policy, technology, and teacher discourses.

Many the high school teachers mention that outside of their informal group of friends, other professional groups are convened for them by administrators to achieve collaborative goals. For example, teachers meet as a group at regular intervals throughout the school year to conduct instructional audits for the purpose of coordinating their instruction around a shared curriculum map. As Kim says, teachers meet to ensure everyone is “doing the same thing.” Public policy discourses attempt to turn group relations to their advantage by formalizing and structuring teacher groups in order to limit “possible fields of actions” (Foucault, 1984, p. 221).

At the high school, collaboration is required. Hargreaves (1994) contends that collaboration is a controlling technique: “In contrived collegiality, collaboration among teachers is compulsory, not voluntary; bounded and fixed in time and space; implementation- rather than development-oriented; and meant to be predictable rather than unpredictable in its outcome” (p. 208). In these formal meetings, relations among teachers who would not normally associate with each other are imposed. As Jane explains, for teachers to “get on the same page” administrators and department heads have to get them to “play nicely with one another and put personalities aside. Teachers are people too and like in society, not all lawyers see eye to eye.” Jane suggests that these relationships are not natural – they force teachers who do not like each other to work together. Likewise, Kourtney reveals: “There are some people I have to collaborate with who I like more than others, but we have to be professional.” It is difficult for teachers to avoid or refuse to participate in these group debriefing sessions without feeling isolated socially by their colleagues.

Administrators and teachers in leadership roles attempt to force collegiality and collaboration among department groups to consolidate power. Luke observes how the widespread collaboration that is often initially labeled by teachers as supportive is actually controlling:


At my previous school, I was pretty much left up to my own devices – we were basically able to do what we wanted to do, but here it is more of a controlled environment. Administrators are more intertwined and proactive – a lot more observation and more hands on. It is a close-knit community, and everyone is a lot more involved.
 

Luke suggests that pervasiveness of what he positively characterizes as a caring, involved, and “close-knit” community that operates to improve teachers has another side. He believes that social control is needed “because there are always a few teachers in every group that are a problem. The controlling does not affect the teachers that are doing what they are supposed to be doing.” The collaborative atmosphere at the high school subtly maintains and sometimes pushes the boundaries in which teachers freely operate, but it is also coercive in the way it can separate certain teachers.

Social relations can isolate and exclude teachers by subjecting them to group norms. For example, Ella reflects on how her department group attempts to impose their prescribed methods on her work:


The school system is pushing for instruction to be more systematic and coordinated. Our department tries for it to be that way. When I joined the school in January of last year, a lot of the lesson plans for one of my classes was already created. When I got here, it was like: “Here you go – this is what you teach.” I am the rogue who does not teach like everyone else because I have my own way and projects that I enjoy doing. Sometimes, I feel like I should be doing what they are doing rather than being the odd one out.
 

Ella feels isolated because she is not complying with the methods that her colleagues predetermined are correct. For doing things differently, she is seen by others, and she identified herself as an uncooperative “rogue” and she feels guilty about it.

When social groups begin to negatively differentiate, classify, rank and exclude others, the high school teachers often refer to them as “cliques.” Leah, characterizes her colleagues as “acting just like high school students with their gossiping and cliques.” She offers a quick review of the different cliques at the school:


The most exclusive group is the coaches. You have the group that I would consider to be the popular girls. Next, you have your science clique. Then you have those of us that are the ‘weird’ teachers and I consider myself to be in this group. We are people who are kind of socially awkward, who do not have a lot of good conversation. Some of the teachers in this group see the other groups as being mean.
 

Luke confirms that the coaches and the popular girl groups are the most exclusive and he has “no desire to be a part of them.” Instead, he says that he is “definitely belongs to the nerdy clique” and suggests that there is another group of “younger teachers” that he “hangs out with especially outside of work.” Kourtney identifies herself as belonging to the “popular girl” group, but she also has another group of close friends with “laid back” personalities and teaching styles from outside her department. Like Luke and Leah, Kourtney is not friends with coaches and avoids the “enforcer types” who are act like the “hall monitors” from when she was in high school. She says these teachers “take their jobs too seriously, are sticklers for rules and write kids up for everything.” She is also resentful towards some teachers who she characterizes as “super serious and hyper critical” and are always saying to her: “I would not have done it that way.” As evidenced above, teachers individualize and totalize others and themselves through membership with different groups, which has the effect of reifying the complex order of things, but also leads to conflict. Their told stories reveal a certain micropolitics that constructs local school culture.

As indicated by the comments above, teachers’ relations a very personal and emotional – they have close friends who they love and enemies who they hate. Depending on which groups a teacher belongs to, their attitudes towards conformity and rebelliousness shift. As Leah astutely observes: “Some people gripe inside their own groups, but people in other groups are very vocal and will not hesitate to take a complaint to the top.” The complexity of relations in the school causes resistance and conflict to play out in unpredictable ways. Frequently, teachers are encouraged to stay silent by their peers. For example, Kourtney explains that “typically, when you see people speak up you wish they would shut up. I feel like they complain about things that are not going to change. I feel like they need to pick their battles.” She illustrates her point:


Because of AYP, we had to go through RTI training to improve reading scores. We were all told we had to start teaching reading skills every day in our classes and doing these reading quizzes. I remember this one guy who stood up and said: “I am not going to do that. I have enough to do already.” They just went round and round, and by the end he had to do it. All of us had to sit there and listen to it. That is a typical thing. Why did he bother saying anything in the first place? Where if you have somebody who stands up and says, “I understand what these organizers are having us do, and if you need help come see me.” So, you are going to like people like that who are leaders more than people who are just complaining.
 

In her comment above, Kourtney characterizes the teacher’s open protests as futile and wasting everyone else’s time. When a teacher is vocal in his or her opposition, this violates the norms that teachers impose on themselves to remain silent and avoid calling attention to themselves. Outward expressions of opposition are generally discouraged. As Ella says, “Sometimes directives are just not open to suggestions. So, other teachers tell me to be quiet and not to rock the boat.”

Teacher and public policy discourses intertwine to socially isolate and exclude both entrenched older teachers who resist change and overly obedient younger teachers who threaten the status quo within a department. For example, Ella, Kourtney, and Kim talk about different “bad” teachers in their departments who are allowed to operate outside the boundaries set for everyone else. Kim talks negatively about a teacher who does not want to participate in the new collaborative model that has been instituted in her department: “He is the only teacher who is still doing it the old way.” Likewise, Ella is frustrated that one of her colleagues will not use a new textbook that in her view is clearly better:


There is one teacher that does not use the new textbook that goes with the exam, but last semester I had more students that passed the exam than she did. She has been teaching for twenty years and is not going to give in. She is going to teach to what she thinks they need to know rather than what is on the certification exam.
 

Finally, Kourtney believes her rival “gets away with whatever he wants because he has been here forever.” She is expressing her frustration: “Students will skip my class and go to his class because he is not making it available any other time [and] if grades are due on a certain day, he is like: ‘I cannot do that, but I will get them to you when I can.’” Teachers come to resent members of their group who appear to operate according to a different set of rules than everyone else, and they attempt to exclude them by labeling them as the ‘other’.

Sometimes, teachers will withdraw from their department groups to avoid the surveillance of teacher discourses. For example, Leah has an uncooperative rival as well who she characterizes as “very much a lecturer, multiple choice test kind of person who is not going to change anything.” She feels compelled to distance herself from this person and her the other veteran colleagues in her department who are pushing her to compromise her ethics by using shortcuts to instruction. As she says: “I am trying to do deeper learning rather than telling them what they need to know for the test.” She is defending herself against the negative influence of her tenured colleagues who she labels as “having no teaching philosophy” and are only doing the minimum of what “they need to do not get fired.” Basically, she labels most of her colleagues as belonging to the coaches’ group and explains that therefore they do not care about teaching – because they primarily focused on their sport. Her colleagues turn to lectures and multiple-choice tests because it allows them to teach faster, which gives them more time for coaching. Despite her objections, Leah is slowly conceding to the “easy way of teaching” because she does not “want to be known as the troublemaker.” After putting up a good fight in her first year, she confesses that in her second year she is “turning” to the shortcuts. Disappointed in herself, she concedes: “in all honesty, it is just easier.”



3.6. Professional, mediator, and rebel teacher-subject positions

From Foucault’s view, resistance is a struggle to be free from the process of subjectification. He wrote: “Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to refuse what we are” (Foucault, 1984, p. 216). Teacher discourses disrupt and challenge public policy and technology discourses and offer teachers options to adopt divergent subject positions. Teacher discourses are more than just a reaction to public policy discourses, they present alternative understandings of relationship between how teachers are expected to serve public policy and technology interests and the possibility for them to create other modes of being.

In this process of interpreting public policy and technology, teachers can modify the official knowledge and implant their own values and principles into that apparatus, thus changing the goals of education. Ideally for teachers, education is based on their personal relationships with students – to adjust education to students’ needs and create learning environments where they are encouraged to seek, discover, and explore knowledge. Teachers find satisfaction in knowing they have made a difference in the lives of students, and they see their professional role as that of a life coach, mentor, or role model who truly cares about students (Rose, 2022). These passionate views stand in opposition to the absolute rationales of public policy and technology discourses. They are the relational ‘truths’ that teachers circulate to reshape power relations.

Teachers reinterpret the directions of public policy through their own experiences, beliefs, and relations with other teachers, which produces teaching practices that are different from what is expected. From teacher discourses emerges a snapshot of a subject position that is characterized by an outward opposition to public policy and technology and a loyalty to the learner- and teacher-centered principles of the ‘professional’. Bandeen (2009) terms this subject position as ‘vocal-resistance’. The professional teacher-subject is typically a veteran tenured teacher who is not afraid to outwardly question public policy and passionately defends his or her power to determine instructional practices in the classroom. Bandeen (2009) describes teachers who assume this subject position as those who possess a “sense of obligation for doing the job well” through their “unique instructional methods” that reflect their personal style of teaching (p. 164).

However, the vocally resistant professional is a subject position that most teachers are not comfortable occupying for long. The continuous barrage of public policy dictates and technology expectations usually overwhelm teachers and have the effect of marginalizing their professional views and silencing their oppositional speech. To avoid being targeted by public policy and technology discourses, teachers take practical steps analogous to what Goffman (1961) calls “secondary adjustments,” which allows teachers to give the superficial appearance of compliance with public policy directives as they work in unauthorized ways (p. 54). Teachers put on a show for administrators when they are being watched, but behind the closed door of their classroom, they continue to apply their own style of instruction.

As indicated above, from the intersection of teacher and public policy discourses, another subject position emerges. Bandeen (2009) terms a pattern of behavior composed of covert acts of disobedience as the ‘silent-resistant’ subject position. She clarifies: “Teachers, within this subject position, used silence consistently as a means of gaining space to assert professional judgment…[it] indicates an avoidance of policy discourses and a use of silence in the presence of administrators” (p. 145). Alternatively, I call this unanticipated teacher subject position the ‘rebel’. This sensible individual has decided that is too risky to be outspoken. The rebel teacher-subject accepts that opposition to public policy discourses is futile, so they keep quiet, hide from surveillance and are externally conformist. It is not that teachers are resistant because they want to disobey; rather they feel compelled to demonstrate their compliance even when they believe the requirements are irrational or impractical. Projecting a positive image of a willingly compliant subject is a way for rebel teachers to resist and maintain their power in the classroom, however, it has the same effect as actual compliance – the behavior reifies the very apparatus of control that constrain their conduct; thus, it is not exactly empowering.

The retelling of the high school teachers shows how they leverage their collegial relationships with each other and with administrators, to effectively bend the rules in their favor – making public policy directives agreeable and creating a different atmosphere in the school where teacher and public policy discourses cooperate with each other (Rose, 2022). In this way, the values, principles and practices of administrators and teachers intertwine to creatively construct different meanings that are contrary to what is officially sanctioned but still produce the desired results. Administrators agree to allow teachers the autonomy and not act like the curriculum police in exchange for teachers agreeing as a group to shoulder the responsibility of achieving mainstream educational goals so that their local administrators and keep up appearances to the higher ups at the state level. Teachers are permitted to fine-tune and adjust public policy and technology in the local context to counter the rigidity of prescribed methods.

Based on the above-described arrangement to collaborate, public policy, technology, and teacher discourses intersect to make available another subject position that is the opposite of the ‘rebel’ which Bandeen (2009) terms the ‘vocal-leader’ and I call the ‘mediator’. Bandeen (2009) defines the snapshot of the ‘vocal-leader’ as someone who “manages to maintain an active engagement with the discourses of policy and of teachers…that indicates an intricate understanding of the politics” of the school (p. 161). Living in both worlds, these teachers who occupy the mediator subject position feel they have a positive relationship with administrators and can openly express their concerns. They negotiate with administrators to minimize the negative effects of public policy with the understanding that will return the favor by leading the enactment of reforms from the bottom-up to overcome teacher resistance.

When teachers assume leadership positions, they attempt to moderate teachers’ resistance and limit the possibilities of different courses of action. They transform teacher discourses to pacify the professionals and rout the rebels. Through the tactics of contrived collegiality and forced collaboration, teachers subtly pressure each other to comply with prearranged modes of teaching. Depending on the situation, teacher discourses can encourage resistance, but they can be reshaped to negatively coerce rebel teachers to fall into place with administrative expectations, professional teachers to be quiet, and compliant teachers to withdraw from social connections. Teacher discourses operate to negatively classify and exclude teachers who are labeled as rebellious, but the definition of what constitutes a resistant act is shifting. In the context of the high school, sometimes opposing the norms of teacher discourses is considered defiance even when the norms are distance from the ideals that are upheld and honored. In Leah’s earlier narrative, for example, she is both trying to meet the demands of public policy while also fulfilling her own personal commitment to deeper learning. She has reconciled these competing interests but agonizes over the contradictory norms of teacher discourses that romanticize learner-centered practices while simultaneously compelling her to take shortcuts to instruction in order to fit in with the group.

Teacher discourses compose a “highly intricate mosaic” constructed by a complex and shifting network of relations encompassing the social lives of teachers at work (Foucault, 1980b, p. 62). Most of the time teachers are silently opposing the intrusions of public policy and technology discourses. But at different points, teachers may occupy leadership roles and appear to be agents of public policy. Or, they may become outspoken in their resistance when they feel they can no longer endure certain aspects of reforms and technology’s mediation of their work. Out of this messiness emerges certain systems of thought, subject positions or resulting patterns of behavior that proliferate and become routine or normal to some but are labeled as pathological or deviant by others. The collection of stories that are presented demonstrates how teacher discourse positively supports them in caring for themselves and inspiring others even though they can also negatively discipline teachers into the right modes of conduct however they may be defined at the time by competing teacher interests.




4. Discussion

Foucault (1980a) emphasizes that regimes of truth operate to normalize, regulate and produce subjects who are both the targets of, and the vehicles though which power is exercised. It is through the “prime effects of power that certain bodies, certain gestures, certain discourses, certain desires, come to be identified and constituted as individuals” (p. 98). The effects of power make a teacher-subject part of knowledge and power relationships that form dominant discourses in education. Teachers also put themselves into discursive positions of becoming that both reinforce and undermine these discourses. As both the effect and the vehicle of power, teachers produce and sustain the discourses that “come to be identified and constitute [them] as individuals” (Foucault, 1980a, p. 97).

Through the retold stories of the high school administrators and teachers, the present study revealed how public policy and technology discourses construct ideal or archetypal subject positions for teachers to emulate. Public policy discourses are implicated in constructing the ‘high performer’ subject who defends performative practices and willingly participates in their own objectification and subjectification in terms of that object under accountability regimes. Technology discourses project the archetype of the ‘innovator’ subject position who believes that technology is the key to preparing students for success in the digital age, willingly engages in transforming their teaching practices through technology to affect new learning experiences and sees himself or herself and others in terms of standards of individual technology competence.

In the situated case of the high school, there is an agonism between how teachers compare themselves to the high performer and innovator ideal subject positions. The results of the present study showed how teachers themselves use circumstances in their context to alter discourses to produce other possibilities for the critical subject positions they actually occupy, which are constituted in relation to the universalities of regimes of power and in relation to the spaces left free for altering representations of truth.

Figure 1 reconfigures and extends Bandeen’s (2009) model to depict how power is circulated to form the boundaries of public policy, technology, and teacher discourses that in turn create the space for critical subject positions to be constructed in opposition to the ideal positions. The dashed lines represent the overlapping space and intersections between discourses.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Overlapping discourses producing teach-subject positions. Extending Bandeen’s (2009) model, based on Foucault’s theories, theorizing the emergency of teacher-subject positions at the intersections of discourses.


The model identifies two translated subject positions that are constituted in reaction to the ideal high-performer subject: ‘conformist’ and ‘rebel’. These two subject positions emerge from practical secondary adjustments that teachers make to mediate the controlling effects of regimes of power on their lives. In constructing these alternative subject positions, they rearrange the high performer position to fit their work instead of rearranging their work around the ideals projected by public policy discourses.

In addition to more common critical subject positions based on silence, some high school’s teachers take the outward paths of ‘mediator’ and ‘professional’. The mediator simultaneously acts as an agent of change while also defending the power of teachers to retain control over their classroom practices – they live in both worlds. Like rebels, teachers who occupy the mediator subject position are also trying to make things work by tweaking the system, but they do so openly instead of covertly. They can switch alliances depending on the audience to productively play the game of micropolitics that goes on in the school instead of withdrawing or hiding from it. In contrast, the ‘professional’ is a resistant teacher who is openly criticizes and challenges the truths of public policy discourses to passionately defend the autonomy of teachers.

From the addition of technology discourses to Bandeen’s (2009) models, what emerges are four other critical subject positions that teachers actually occupy: ‘technocrat’, ‘technician,’ ‘facilitator’, and ‘traditionalist’. The overlap of public policy and technology discourses produces the technocrat who believes effective technology integration is a mark of quality schools and teachers, and it is vital for bringing education into the digital age. Teachers who occupy the technocrat subject position talk about reengineering or reimagining education through technology-based education standards that reflect the wisdom to technology expects. The technocrat teacher subject asserts that technology-meditated learning offers new ways to diagnose and generate data on education that is helpful for tracking results and measuring performance.

Teachers who occupy the technician subject position generally buy into the values of technology discourses, but their acceptance comes with conditions. The technician teacher-subject is a realist that practically and cautiously applies technology for the purpose of enhancing their instruction and improving their results in the eyes of school administrators and others. The technician attempts to apply technology to both make themselves better performing teachers and to meet the technology literacy needs of students but engage with technology only as far as it helps to make their lives easier and their instruction more engaging. They will not relinquish their freedom to technology completely. Instead, they attempt to minimize the influence of technology by altering how it works.

The facilitator teacher-subject is someone who takes a back seat to technology. Their class is completely automated, and students primarily learn through interaction with connected digital devices, often at a distance from direct contact with the teacher or other students. Like the earlier mentioned mediator who negotiates power relations between public policy and teacher discourses, the facilitator teacher subject frequently assumes a leadership role and is a technology change agent. He or she assists in reifying mainstream technology discourse by implanting into school culture the decontextualized reality of distant technology interests. As a go-between between technology and schools, having one foot in each world, teachers who assume the facilitator position can bridge the gap between technology interests and divergent teacher views to minimize the rigidity technology-mediated modes of teaching.

Teachers who occupy the traditionalist subject position are wary and critical of the automated aspects of teaching through technology. They are aware of the hidden effects of technology, its surveillance functions, and how it intends to mediate their work. They are concerned that technology may impede their relationship with students, disempower their own teaching style, and compromise their ethics. The traditionalist teacher-subject often sees technology as just another complication that leads to disruptions in their classrooms. This anti-technology attitude is often negatively diagnosed by others as being unmotivated to change, lacking confidence or being incompetent, which are hypothesized as some of the reasons why traditionalists are slow to adopt technology and remain silent in their opposition.



5. Conclusion

The major finding of this study is that teachers can and do decide to constitute themselves in different ways than what is anticipated. This study differentiates itself from other studies by its unique focus on how teachers are influenced by discourses and how their psychology is affected, but they are not entirely controlled; other unexpected subject positions emerge from the shifting intersections and collisions of the public policy, technology, and teacher discourses. The major benefit of this study is in bringing into view the hidden ways technology is shaping the teacher-self and how teachers use certain advantages of the same technology to retain their autonomy and exercise power.

Teachers in the high school frequently shift between, combine, and transform the subject positions that are identified in their told stories. They do this to care for themselves and influence others in pursuit of their own personal objectives. Yet, it is through the appropriation of discourses that they interpret what it means to be a teacher. In their talk, the high school teachers often appear to be conflicted about what they believe because they feel compelled to simultaneously reflect the official position, assert their own position, and empathize with position of others.

Foucault’s critical methods suggesting that in order to understand effects of what they are doing, teachers must grasp how the world of politics and the way they think about their profession are entwined and mutually reinforcing. By adopting Foucault’s critical approach, the present study is significant in how it makes educators aware the effects of what they do to others and themselves as they try to live up to the ideals projected by different dominant discourses in education. The present study is beneficial in that it opens the door for changes to education that may allow greater possibilities for reflectivity, and thus encourage educators to begin to see themselves from outside. By unraveling complex fields of power and making them visible, teachers are supported in governing themselves to a greater degree. This study is perhaps most significant to those who see themselves in the high school teachers’ reactions to the discourses that were made visible through the Foucauldian analysis.
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