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Purpose: Given the popularity of empowerment practices among scholars and practitioners, 
this research examines whether a manager’s differentiated empowering leadership negatively 
affects team members’ helping behaviors and, if so, how.
Methods: The authors conducted one multi-source and time-lagged survey (with 44 man-
agers and 212 team members) and two scenario-based experiments (with 120 participants in 
Study 2 and 121 participants in Study 3) to test the research model.
Results: Team managers’ differentiated empowering leadership decreases team members’ 
helping behaviors. In particular, for team members who receive less empowerment, differ-
entiated empowering leadership may decrease their helping behaviors by eliciting their envy. 
For team members who receive more empowerment, differentiated empowering leadership 
may decrease their helping behaviors by inducing their contempt.
Conclusion: This research introduces the concept of differentiated empowering leadership 
in response to calls to investigate the dark side of empowering leadership. It reveals that 
unequal distribution of authority among team members by managers can undermine 
employee relations and elicit negative emotions of envy and contempt, thereby decreasing 
employees’ helping behaviors.
Keywords: differentiated empowering leadership, envy, contempt, helping behavior

Introduction
With increasingly fierce competition in the external business world,1 managers 
cannot quickly or effectively cope with the management challenge by relying 
only on their own knowledge, skills, and experience. Accordingly, there is 
a growing awareness that managers should increase their companies’ effectiveness 
and flexibility by empowering their subordinates.2 In their leadership development 
programs, companies such as Google, Microsoft, and LinkedIn have long trained 
their managers on empowerment. Given this trend among practitioners, organiza-
tional behavior and organizational psychology researchers are paying greater atten-
tion to the empowering behaviors of managers (ie, empowering leadership) and 
have conducted dozens of studies in this area.2

Empowering leadership is defined as managers’ behaviors in fostering employee 
autonomy, authority, and self-responsibilities. As this research stream progresses, 
a group of influential scholars have found two main gaps that require further 
research. First, researchers should further consider the dark side of empowering 
leadership.2,3 To date, the majority of studies have focused on the positive effects of 
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empowering leadership. For instance, research has found 
that managers’ empowering behaviors can increase 
employee performance,4 as well as extra-role behaviors.5 

However, increasing evidence suggests that empowering 
leadership is not always beneficial in workplace 
contexts.6,7 Hence, Cheong et al (2019) have called for 
closer examination of whether and how managers’ 
empowering behaviors might cause outcomes that are 
less positive or even negative.2

Second, research on the configural properties of 
empowering leadership should be carried out in the team 
context.8 Given the popularity of team-oriented work 
structure in the workplace,9 the growing but still limited 
body of research on empowering leadership in that context 
has focused exclusively on the influence of shared empow-
ering leadership on employee attitudes and behaviors.2 In 
a team, shared empowering leadership involves the team 
manager treating team members equally and granting each 
of them a similar degree of autonomy, authority, and 
support.10 However, a manager is more likely to empower 
different team members differently than to empower with-
out distinction.11 Research in connection with variation in 
managers’ empowering behaviors toward different team 
members is beginning to emerge, but remains insufficient. 
In theory building and empirical studies, scholars of orga-
nizational psychology are seeking to complement research 
based on the perspective of shared team properties (reflect-
ing experiences, attitudes, perceptions, or behaviors that 
are held in common by all team members, ie, shared 
empowering leadership) with an emphasis on configural 
team properties (reflecting the array, pattern, or variability 
of individual experiences, cognitions, and behaviors within 
a team, ie, differentiated empowering leadership).12 

Accordingly, to obtain a more thorough understanding of 
the impact of empowering leadership, we should examine 
the effects of differentiated empowering leadership.

We find that team members’ helping behaviors are 
important outcomes that may be affected by managers’ 
differentiated empowering leadership. Helping behaviors 
among team members contribute to the maintenance of 
good interpersonal relationships, which are beneficial for 
team operation and effectiveness.13 Recently, researchers 
have started to explore the effects of shared empowering 
leadership on helping behavior.10 However, our knowledge 
of this relationship is far from complete, and further stu-
dies are required.10 One way to advance our understanding 
of the relationship is to investigate whether and how 
differentiated empowering leadership, which is different 

from shared empowering leadership in that it is based on 
the perspective of configural team properties, can affect 
helping behaviors. Specifically, drawing on social compar-
ison theory and the literature regarding envy and con-
tempt, we propose that the underlying mechanism that 
links differentiated empowering leadership and team mem-
bers’ helping behaviors is negative emotion (in particular, 
envy and contempt). Managers can affect employees’ 
behaviors by influencing their emotions.14,15 Variation in 
a team manager’s empowerment toward different team 
members can induce intense feelings of emotion, affecting 
team members’ intention to help others. In summary, we 
seek to address the issues mentioned above by exploring 
the following research questions:

RQ1. Can differentiated empowering leadership by 
team managers negatively influence team members’ help-
ing behaviors?

RQ2. Are emotions (ie, envy and contempt) the under-
lying mediating mechanisms that link differentiated 
empowering leadership and team members’ helping 
behaviors?

Our findings contribute to research on empowering 
leadership and will be of value to practitioners using 
empowerment. First, this study contributes to the literature 
on the unintended influences of empowering leadership by 
exploring whether and how managers’ differentiated 
empowering leadership can decrease team members’ help-
ing behaviors. Thus, a better and more thorough under-
standing of the impact of empowering leadership is 
obtained. Second, this study enriches the research on the 
underlying mechanism of the effects of empowering lea-
dership by clarifying the mediating roles of negative emo-
tions (here, envy and contempt) in linking differentiated 
empowering leadership and team members’ helping beha-
viors. Third, this study clarifies how empowering leader-
ship works within a team by using the configural team 
property perspective to construct an idea of differentiated 
empowering leadership. Last, the findings of this study 
provide insights for managers on how to empower their 
members in the team context.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. 
The second section delineates the rationale we used to 
develop our hypotheses. The third section presents the 
empirical testing of our hypotheses. The fourth section 
draws conclusions from the research findings, discusses 
their theoretical and practical implications, and notes their 
limitations. Figure 1 illustrates our overall research model.
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Theory and Hypotheses
Differentiated Empowering Leadership 
and Social Comparison Theory
Before we frame our hypotheses, it is necessary to define 
differentiated empowering leadership. In line with previous 
research,8,16,17 we define it as the extent to which a team 
manager exhibits varying levels of empowering behaviors 
toward team members. Differentiated empowering leader-
ship is high when managers distribute power, autonomy, 
and authority unequally among their team members. In con-
trast, differentiated empowering leadership is low when man-
agers empower their team members in an identical and equal 
way. According to leader–member exchange theory, a team 
manager can develop differentiated exchange relationships 
(high vs low quality) with each team member by giving 
varying amounts of authority and support.18

Social comparison theory suggests that people have an 
innate motivation to draw comparisons with similar others in 
order to evaluate themselves or reduce uncertainty.19 

Depending on the target of comparison, social comparison 
can be classified as upward20 or downward.21 Upward social 
comparison is comparison with those considered to be super-
ior on a given characteristic, whereas downward social com-
parison is comparison with those considered to be inferior on 
a specific characteristic.20,21 If a team manager distributes 
authority, such as decision-making and work autonomy, 

among team members in a highly unequal way (ie, creates 
a situation with highly differentiated empowering leader-
ship), each member’s status within the team may be differ-
entiated. Some team members will receive abundant 
empowerment, while the others will receive little empower-
ment. Team members with more empowerment then become 
the insiders of the team manager and are in a superior posi-
tion within the team.8 Team members with less empower-
ment are considered the outsiders of the team manager and 
hold inferior positions in the team.8

Direct Effect of Differentiated 
Empowering Leadership on Helping 
Behavior
We propose that managers’ differentiated empowering lea-
dership has a negative direct effect on team members’ 
helping behaviors for two reasons. First, according to 
social comparison theory, individuals tend to define them-
selves through comparison with other individuals. Team 
members who receive more empowerment can be consid-
ered (or self-classified) as insiders of their team manager. 
In contrast, team members with less empowerment can be 
considered (or self-classified) as outsiders. This faultline 
created by the team manager’s high degree of differen-
tiated empowerment can cause tension between team 
members.22 Prior research has indicated that leader– 

Figure 1 Proposed research model. 
Notes: A solid arrow indicates a direct relationship, and dotted arrows indicate indirect relationships.
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member exchange (LMX) differentiation, which is similar 
to differentiated empowering leadership, can induce con-
flict between insiders and outsiders.23 Second, balance 
theory proposes that the contrasting quality of relation-
ships between different manager–member dyads can 
cause a deterioration in member–member relationships.24 

Chiniara and Bentein (2018) found that LMX differentia-
tion can have a negative effect on team cohesion.25 As 
team members’ relationships become estranged, they may 
refuse to help each other.

Although no prior empirical research has investigated 
the relationship between differentiated empowering leader-
ship and helping behaviors, studies on similar concepts 
provide evidence that supports our argument. For example, 
despotic leaders, who have a great degree of authority, 
may be more likely to empower each team member dif-
ferently. Zhou et al (2021) found that despotic leadership 
negatively affects employees’ job satisfaction, and 
employees who are not satisfied with their jobs are less 
likely to help their colleagues.26 Chen and Zhang (2021) 
noted that LMX relational separation can reduce employ-
ees’ intentions to carry out altruistic behaviors such as 
helping.27 Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Team managers’ differentiated empowering 
leadership has a negative effect on team members’ helping 
behaviors.

We next seek to clarify the underlying mechanisms for 
this phenomenon. Integrating social comparison theory with 
the concepts of envy and contempt, we speculate that differ-
entiated empowering leadership can induce nuanced and 
different negative emotions among team members according 
to the extent of the empowerment they receive from their 
team managers. Specifically, differentiated empowering lea-
dership can elicit feelings of envy on the part of team mem-
bers who receive less empowerment. In contrast, 
differentiated empowering leadership can induce contempt 
among team members who receive more empowerment. 
With the combination of these mechanisms, both emotions, 
envy and contempt, can reduce the intention of each team 
member to help the others. We articulate these two mediation 
mechanisms in the following sections.

The Mediating Role of Envy Among Team 
Members with Less Empowerment
Drawing on social comparison theory and the literature on 
envy, we argue that, among team members with less 

empowerment, envy can mediate the relationship between 
managers’ differentiated empowering leadership and team 
members’ helping behaviors. Envy is a typical emotional 
reaction elicited by social comparison, especially upward 
social comparison with a superior target in a domain that 
one values.28 The occurrence of envy depends on the 
following two conditions: First, two persons are similar 
or close to each other; Second, one person has something 
that the other person values but does not have.29 On this 
basis, we argue that team members who have less empow-
erment are likely to experience envy resulting from 
upward social comparison with team members who have 
more empowerment. As part of a team, members interact 
frequently and should be considered nominally equal in 
status; hence, they are similar and comparable. Moreover, 
in the workplace, the authority that is distributed by team 
managers is something that all of the team members care 
about and is often used as a basis for comparison.

Thus, team members with less empowerment may envy 
those who have more opportunities for participative deci-
sion-making and greater work autonomy. Team members 
with less empowerment are likely to have feelings of envy 
because of the substantial gap in authority and status 
compared to others in the team who have high degrees 
of differentiated empowering leadership. Pelled (1996) 
observed that group members may experience unpleasant 
feelings because of the social comparison process.30 More 
directly, Lee (2001) argued that subordinates who have 
poor exchange relationships with their supervisors will 
be jealous of colleagues who have good exchange relation-
ships with their supervisors.31 Hence, we propose the 
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a: For team members with less empower-
ment, differentiated empowering leadership is positively 
associated with their emotion of envy.

We further argue that team members who are envious 
may further suppress their intention to help others. Envy is 
a painful feeling of emotion.32 Cohen-Charash and Muller 
(2007) suggested that people who experience envy tend to 
ease their emotion by narrowing the gap between them-
selves and the person they envy.29 Scholars have pointed 
out that one way to equalize status is to hurt the envied 
person through counterproductive work behaviors,32 or by 
undermining them.33 However, engaging in malicious 
harm is highly risky and may be punished formally (eg, 
with a low performance rating) or informally (eg, through 
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shunning or retaliation) by the organization and its 
managers.34 As a result, an envious team member may 
be more inclined to choose a way to equalize status that 
their organization and managers will not easily detect. One 
such way is refusing to help those who are envied.

In a team context, there is a high level of task inter-
dependency among team members.35 If an envious team 
member chooses not to help a team member he/she envies, 
this may lead to poor performance from both parties. 
Nevertheless, the envious member may succeed in 
decreasing the envy-provoking advantage that the envied 
team member has, and this will help to ease the experience 
of envy. In this connection, empirical research indicates 
that envy can inhibit the helping behaviors of employees. 
For example, Kim et al (2010) found that employees with 
strong feeling of envy decreased their organizational citi-
zenship behaviors.36 Sun et al (2021) found that envious 
employees were less likely to help the coworkers they 
envied.37 Hence, we predict that envy has a negative effect 
on team members’ helping behaviors: the stronger the 
feeling of envy, the fewer helping behaviors they will 
conduct. Integrating these considerations with 
Hypotheses 1 and 2a, we propose the following indirect 
effect hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2b: For team members with less empower-
ment, envy mediates the negative effects of differentiated 
empowering leadership on helping behaviors.

The Mediating Role of Contempt Among 
Team Members with More Empowerment
Drawing on social comparison theory, we propose that 
team members who have more empowerment are inclined 
to experience emotions of contempt resulting from down-
ward social comparison with team members who have less 
empowerment. Contempt is an emotional experience that 
implies disdain for and social exclusion of another person 
or group.38 It is a typical emotional reaction after down-
ward social comparison.39 As team members with less 
empowerment have less authority, such as decision- 
making or work autonomy, they are considered the out-
siders of the team managers. Drawing on the dynamic 
social model of contempt, team members who have more 
empowerment may experience a sense of superiority, lead-
ing them to despise team members who have less 
empowerment.40

Accordingly, the large gap in power and status caused 
by a high degree of differentiated empowering leadership 

is likely to induce emotions of contempt among members 
with more empowerment toward those with less empow-
erment. Sias and Jablin (1995) argued that high-status 
members disrespect low-status members in groups with 
high levels of LMX variability,41 and Tse et al (2013) 
found empirical support for this argument.42 Hence, we 
propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3a: For team members with more empower-
ment, differentiated empowering leadership is positively 
associated with their emotion of contempt.

We argue that team members who experience feelings 
of contempt may suppress their intention to help their 
disrespected colleagues for the following reasons. First, 
once an individual has formed feelings of contempt toward 
someone else, they will try to distance themselves from 
that person or even exclude them from their social 
network.40 Although task interdependence makes it impos-
sible for team members to isolate someone else within the 
team completely, the emotion of contempt can motivate 
them to reduce interpersonal interaction with the target of 
the contempt.38 Consequently, for team members who 
have more empowerment, the emotion of contempt may 
reduce their interpersonal interactions with and intention 
to assist team members who have less empowerment.

Second, research on the motivational effect of helping 
behaviors has demonstrated that gaining the favor of recei-
vers of help and building good interpersonal relationships are 
two essential motivators.43 Thus, because of their emotion of 
contempt, team members who have more empowerment 
have less motivation to help team members who have less 
empowerment. Hence, we speculate that contempt is nega-
tively related to team members’ helping behaviors: the stron-
ger the feeling of contempt, the less helping behavior they 
will conduct. Schriber et al (2017) argued that individuals 
with dispositional contempt tend to be cold.44 More directly, 
Tse et al (2013) found that employees who experience feel-
ings of contempt were less likely to help their colleagues.42 

Integrating these considerations with Hypotheses 1 and 
Hypothesis 3a, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3b: For team members with more empower-
ment, contempt mediates the negative effects of differen-
tiated empowering leadership on helping behaviors.

Research Approach
We employed one field survey and two scenario experi-
ments. In Study 1, a field survey with a multi-source and 
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time-lagged design, we examined the main effect of team 
managers’ differentiated empowering leadership on team 
members’ helping behaviors (testing Hypothesis 1). Field 
survey is a method used extensively in organizational 
psychology and management research, and it has high 
external validity.45 However, Study 1 did not test the 
underlying mediating mechanisms directly, and its design 
does not permit causal conclusions to be drawn. To 
address these limitations, we conducted two scenario- 
based experiments, a method that has high internal validity 
and can be used to test causal conclusions. Specifically, in 
Studies 2 and 3, we manipulated differentiated empower-
ing leadership to explore its indirect effects on team mem-
bers’ helping behaviors by increasing the less empowered 
team members’ emotion of envy (testing Hypotheses 2a 
and 2b) or by increasing the more empowered team mem-
bers’ emotion of contempt (testing Hypotheses 3a and 3b) 
see Appendix for all of our research instruments.

Study 1
Participants and Design
We collected data from a large beverage chain corporation 
with stores in many provinces in China (mainly in the 
eastern region). Each store had an independent team with 
a team manager (the store manager) and several team 
members, which met the sample requirements of this 
study. With the approval of the company’s executive man-
ager, we invited 50 stores at random to participate in our 
survey. We emphasized the voluntary nature of their parti-
cipation and guaranteed complete confidentiality to all 
participants. All surveys were administered electronically 
using mobile phones, and labeled IDs (eg, Leader 1 for the 
team manager of Team 1 and member 1–1 for a member of 
Team 1) were used to match the data.

We invited 262 employees and 50 managers from the 
50 stores to complete our survey at Time 1. After two 
weeks, as some team managers and members did not 
respond at Time 2, the final sample consisted of 212 
team members and 44 team managers from 44 stores. Of 
the 212 team members, 59.4% were female. Their mean 
age was 26.65 (SD = 7.38), and their average job tenure 
was 1.35 years (SD = 1.42). The majority (81.6%) had 
received senior high school or higher education. Of the 44 
team managers, 54.5% were female. Their average age 
was 29.39 (SD = 5.53), and their average job tenure was 
3.82 years (SD = 3.72). All of them had received senior 
high school or higher education.

Measures
The original English questionnaires were translated into 
Chinese using back-translation processes.46 Unless other-
wise indicated, we used 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly 
disagree, 7 = strongly agree) to collect the responses to 
each item.

Differentiated empowering leadership. Differentiated 
empowering leadership is a configural team property. In 
line with Li et al (2015, 2017),8,16 we evaluated it using 
the coefficient of variance (ie, by dividing the within-team 
standard deviation of empowering leadership by the mean 
score of empowering leadership of all the members). This 
measurement was used by Wu et al (2010) in their study of 
differentiated transformational leadership.17 The team 
members rated their team manager’s empowering leader-
ship using six items from Chen and Aryee’s (2007) dele-
gation scale.47 A sample item is “My team manager does 
not require that I get his/her input or approval before 
making decisions” (Cronbach’s α = 0.9).

Helping behaviors. Team managers rated team mem-
bers’ helping behaviors using a 7-item scale developed by 
Podsakoff et al (1997).48 A sample item is “Help each 
other out if someone falls behind in his/her work” 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.89).

Control variables. Previous research has found that an 
individual’s perception of empowering leadership could 
affect their helping behaviors.5 We therefore controlled 
for perceived empowering leadership rated by team mem-
bers using Chen and Aryee’s (2007) 6-item scale.47 In 
addition, in line with previous research,16 we included 
age, gender, job tenure, and education level in the analyses 
as control variables.

Results
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions of all the variables. Before the hypothesis testing, we 
carried out a collinearity test. The results showed that the 
variance inflation factor (VIF) scores of all the predictors 
were below 5,49 indicating that collinearity is not an issue in 
this study. The nested structure of the data and the significant 
between-team variances in helping behavior (ICC(1) = 0.42) 
justified the use of hierarchical linear modeling in the 
analyses.50 To handle missing data in Study 1, we used the 
mean imputation method. To facilitate the interpretation of 
the results, we grand-mean centered all the variables at the 
team level and group-mean centered all the variables at the 
individual level (with the exception of gender, a dummy 
variable).51 Table 2 presents the findings of our analyses. 
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The results for Model 2 suggest that differentiated empower-
ing leadership had a negative effect on team members’ help-
ing behaviors (β = –0.23, p < 0.05), which supports 
Hypothesis 1.

Study 1, a field survey with three-wave manager–mem-
ber paired data from 212 team members and their 44 team 
managers, supports our hypothesized main effect that team 
managers’ differentiated empowering leadership decreases 
team members’ helping behaviors. However, Study 1 did 
not directly test the underlying mechanisms for that effect, 
and its design does not allow causal conclusions to be 
drawn. To address these limitations, we conducted two 
scenario-based experiments (Studies 2 and 3).

Study 2
Participants, Procedures, and Measures
The scenario-based experiments of Studies 2 and 3 were 
implemented via an online survey platform. In Study 2, 

a total of 130 participants with work experience were 
recruited via an online advertisement and were rewarded 
with 10 Chinese yuan (about 1.55 US dollars) for their 
participation. We employed a two-scenario design, and all 
participants were assigned at random to one of these two 
conditions: high versus low levels of differentiated 
empowering leadership. It is worth emphasizing that all 
the participants in Study 2 were manipulated as less 
empowered team members.

Participants read one of the following scenarios, which 
served as the manipulation of differentiated empowering 
leadership:

Scenario 1 (high differentiated empowering leader-
ship): Ms. Xu is the manager of your team, who likes to 
empower her team members. She often invites some spe-
cific members to discuss team issues, and they have more 
opportunities to participate in decision-making. Ms. Xu 
makes most of your team’s work plans and strategies 
after consulting those specific members, and the opinions 
expressed by the remaining team members are not taken 
seriously. In addition, those specific members have high 
levels of work autonomy, such as how and when to com-
plete their work. You belong to a group of members with 
relatively less empowerment.

Scenario 2 (low differentiated empowering leadership): 
Ms. Xu is the manager of your team, who likes to 
empower her team members. She often invites all team 
members to discuss team issues. Although some specific 
team members have more opportunities to participate in 
the discussion, all members have decision-making author-
ity to a certain extent. Ms. Xu makes most of your team’s 
work plans and strategies after consulting all members. 
Although the opinions of some specific members are 
more valued, the voices of all members can be heard 
more or less. In addition, although some members have 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, and Correlations in Study 1

Variables Mean SD Correlations

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age 26.65 7.38 —

2. Gender 0.59 0.49 –0.05 —
3. Tenure 1.35 1.42 0.16* –0.08 —

4. Education 2.29 0.92 –0.17* 0.06 0.08 —

5. Perceived empowering leadership 4.26 1.32 –0.09 0.06 –0.01 0.34** (0.90)
6. Differentiated empowering leadership 0.27 0.14 0.03 0.07 –0.05 –0.25** –0.48** —

7. Helping behaviors 5.63 0.89 0.11 –0.24** 0.05 0.19** 0.16* –0.29** (0.89)

Notes: N = 44 at the team level; N = 212 at the individual level; Reliabilities are in parentheses on the diagonal; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

Table 2 Hierarchical Linear Modeling Results in Study 1

Variables Helping Behaviors

Model 1 Model 2

Intercept 5.64*** 5.64***

Control variables
Age –0.03 –0.00

Gender 0.14 0.14*

Tenure –0.01 –0.01
Education 0.02 0.02

Perceived empowering 

leadership

0.00 0.00

Independent variable

Differentiated empowering 

leadership

–0.23*

Pseudo R2 0.05 0.06

Notes: N = 44 at the team level; N = 212 at the individual level; * p < 0.05; *** p < 
0.001.
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more rights to determine their own work procedures, all 
team members have a certain level of work autonomy, 
such as how and when to complete your work. You belong 
to a group of members with relatively less empowerment.

Next, we asked the participants to answer the following 
questions. First, we asked them to evaluate their emotion 
of envy on a 9-item scale adapted from Cohen-Charash’s 
(2009) episodic envy scale (sample item: “I have a grudge 
against team members with more empowerment”; 1 = 
strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree; α = 0.87).52 

Second, the participants rated their intentions to help 
using six items that fit more closely with our experiment 
and were adapted from the classic scale developed by 
Williams and Anderson (1991) (sample item: “I will help 
them if those more empowered team members are absent”; 
1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 0.9).53 Third, 
we conducted a manipulation check using one item, “The 
authority our team manager gives to different members 
varies greatly” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). The data for 10 participants were not included in 
the analyses because their response time was less than 
1 minute, which indicated a lack of reliability. As 
a result, we retained a sample of 120 participants eligible 
for analysis, with 60 participants in each of the two 
scenarios.

Results
Manipulation check. t-test results showed that participants’ 
perceived degree of differentiated empowering leadership 
in Scenario 1 was significantly higher than in Scenario 2 
(M Scenario 1 = 5.30, SD = 1.42; M Scenario 2 = 4.20, SD = 
1.85; t (118) = 3.66, p < 0.001). Thus, our manipulations of 
differentiated empowering leadership were effective.

Hypothesis testing. t-test results showed that the parti-
cipants in Scenario 1 reported higher feelings of envy than 
participants in Scenario 2 (High differentiated empowering 
leadership condition: M Scenario 1 = 5.26, SD = 1.52; Low 
differentiated empowering leadership condition: M Scenario 

2 = 4.08, SD = 1.32; t (118) = 4.56, p < 0.001), which 
supports Hypothesis 2a. t-test results also showed that the 
participants in Scenario 1 reported lower intention to help 
than participants in Scenario 2 (High differentiated 
empowering leadership condition: M Scenario 1 = 3.77, SD 
= 1.5; Low differentiated empowering leadership condi-
tion: M Scenario 2 = 4.49, SD = 1.04; t (118) = –3.06, p < 
0.01), which supports Hypothesis 1.

We transformed the independent variable, namely differ-
entiated empowering leadership, into a dummy variable (1 = 

high degree of differentiated empowering leadership, 0 = 
low degree of differentiated empowering leadership). We 
then used PROCESS software (Hayes, 2018) to test the 
mediation effect of Hypothesis 2b.54 The results of our 
analysis indicate that envy played a mediating role in linking 
differentiated empowering leadership and helping behaviors 
(indirect effect = –0.24, 95% CI = [–0.55, –0.01]), which 
supports Hypothesis 2b. In summary, the results of Study 2 
indicate that, for team members with less empowerment, 
differentiated empowering leadership reduced their intention 
to help team members who have more empowerment, and 
their emotion of envy mediated this negative effect.

Study 3
Participants, Procedures, and Measures
In a similar vein, in Study 3, we recruited 136 participants 
and assigned them at random to one of the two scenario 
experiments. However, all the participants in Study 3 were 
manipulated as team members with more empowerment. 
The procedures of Study 3 were similar to those of Study 
2. Participants read the scenario for one of the two condi-
tions, which served as the manipulation of differentiated 
empowering leadership. The two scenarios were almost 
the same as those used in Study 2, with the exception of 
the last sentence, which was rewritten as You belong to 
a group of members with relatively more empowerment.

As in Study 2, we then asked the participants to eval-
uate their contempt emotion and their intention to help. 
Participants first rated their emotion of contempt using 
eight items adapted from the contempt scale developed 
by Schriber et al (2017) (sample item: “I often feel like 
that the less empowered team members are wasting my 
time”; 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; α = 
0.74).44 Second, participants evaluated their intention to 
help using the same scale as in Study 2 (sample item: “I 
will help them if those less empowered team members are 
absent”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = 
0.87). Third, we conducted a manipulation check using the 
same item as we used in Study 2. We excluded 15 parti-
cipants whose response times were less than 1 minute. As 
a result, we retained a sample of 121 participants eligible 
for analysis, with 61 participants in Scenario 1 and 60 in 
Scenario 2.

Results
Manipulation check. t-test results showed that participants’ 
perceived degree of differentiated empowering leadership 
in Scenario 1 was significantly higher than in Scenario 2 
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(M Scenario 1 = 5.16, SD = 1.5; M Scenario 2 = 4.58, SD = 
1.39; t (119) = 2.21, p < 0.05), indicating the effectiveness 
of our manipulations of differentiated empowering 
leadership.

Hypothesis testing. t-test results revealed that the par-
ticipants in Scenario 1 reported higher feelings of con-
tempt than the participants in Scenario 2 (High 
differentiated empowering leadership condition: M Scenario 

1 = 2.52, SD = 0.7; Low differentiated empowering leader-
ship condition: M Scenario 2 = 2.09, SD = 0.55; t (119) = 3.79, 
p < 0.001), which supports Hypothesis 3a. t-test results 
also showed that the participants in Scenario 1 reported 
lower intention to help than participants in Scenario 2 
(High differentiated empowering leadership condition: M 
Scenario 1 = 4.71, SD = 1.2; Low differentiated empowering 
leadership condition: M Scenario 2 = 5.26, SD = 0.98; t (119) 

= –2.78, p < 0.01), which further supports Hypothesis 1. 
We used the same method to test Hypothesis 3b. The 
results showed that the mediation effect of contempt was 
significant (indirect effect = –0.16, 95% CI = [–0.41, – 
0.01]), which supports Hypothesis 3b. In summary, Study 
3 showed that, for team members with more empower-
ment, differentiated empowering leadership reduced their 
intention to help those less empowered, and their contempt 
emotion mediated this negative effect.

Discussion
Theoretical Implications
First, this study extends the literature on empowering 
leadership by adopting a holistic view of leadership.55 

The results determine the negative effects of differentiated 
empowering leadership on helping behaviors, thereby sup-
porting Hypothesis 1 and responding to calls for more 
attention to the dark side of empowering leadership. 
Although the majority of research on empowering leader-
ship has focused on its positive outcomes,3 researchers 
have started to explore its potential non-positive and 
even negative results to secure a more comprehensive 
understanding of its influences.7,56 Specifically, drawing 
on social comparison theory, we demonstrate that differ-
entiated empowering leadership has negative influences on 
helping behaviors. These results advance our understand-
ing of the overall effects of empowering leadership and 
contribute to the burgeoning research on the unintended 
influences of a popular leadership style that is broadly seen 
as positive (eg, transformational leadership).57 Although 
there is no prior research on the relationship between 

differentiated empowering leadership and helping beha-
viors, studies of similar concepts support our findings. 
For example, Chen and Zhang (2021) demonstrated that 
LMX relational separation can be detrimental to the 
altruistic behaviors of subordinates.27 Similarly, Wang 
et al (2017) found that LMX differentiation can decrease 
employees’ organizational citizenship behaviors (such as 
helping).58

Second, our research demonstrates that for team mem-
bers with low empowerment, envy is the underlying 
mechanism that links differentiated empowering leader-
ship and helping behaviors. This finding supports 
Hypotheses 2a and 2b. Although no prior research has 
examined this particular mediating relationship, support 
for our findings can be found in a number of studies. For 
example, Thompson et al (2018) found that supervisors’ 
differentiation of subordinates elicits emotions of 
jealousy,59 while Sun et al (2021) demonstrated that 
envious employees reduce their helping behaviors toward 
their coworkers.37 We also confirmed that for team mem-
bers with high empowerment, contempt mediates the nega-
tive effects of differentiated empowering leadership on 
helping behaviors, which supports Hypotheses 3a and 3b. 
Again, prior studies provide support for this conclusion. 
For example, Sias and Jablin (1995) argued that in groups 
with high levels of LMX variability, high-status members 
disrespect low-status members,41 while Tse et al (2013) 
found that employees who experience feelings of contempt 
reduce their helping behaviors.42 By integrating social 
comparison theory with the literature on envy and con-
tempt, our research demonstrates that emotional mechan-
isms are essential in explaining the influence of 
empowering leadership on employees’ outcomes.

Third, by adopting a configural view, our research 
answers the call to explore the influences of empowering 
leadership in the team context.8 With team structure used 
by a growing number of companies, scholars have begun 
to examine team-level empowering leadership more 
closely.16 However, to date, most studies have simply 
grafted individual-level theories and research paradigms 
onto team-level research, ignoring the frequent interac-
tions among team members that can impact their percep-
tions of managers’ empowerment.2,8 Here, however, we 
capture a more nuanced picture of the interactions between 
empowering managers and team members by adopting 
a perspective on configural team properties. Specifically, 
we offer the new knowledge that the harmful effects of 
differentiated empowering leadership on team members’ 
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helping behaviors may be due to negative emotions 
aroused in the interaction processes.

Practical Implications
Team managers can benefit from the insights our research 
provides into how to empower team members. Managers 
should be very cautious about the empowerment strategies 
they employ within the team. Because of the intensity of 
their interactions, team members know each other very 
well. The extent of the empowerment of different members 
is far from a private matter between the manager and the 
target member; it is an open secret among the team mem-
bers. The extent of the decision-making authority and 
work autonomy distributed by team managers is some-
thing that all team members care about and is often used 
as a basis for comparison. Our research suggests that if 
team managers empower different team members 
unequally, tensions among team members are likely. 
Members with less empowerment will envy members 
with more empowerment, while members with more 
empowerment will despise members with less empower-
ment. The accumulation of these negative emotions will 
split the team and further reduce team members’ helping 
behaviors. Rasool et al (2021) found that a toxic work-
place environment is harmful to employee engagement.60 

Harassment and ostracism, which can be induced by team 
members’ emotions of envy or contempt, are typical char-
acteristics of the toxic workplace environment. Therefore, 
team managers should empower their members equally 
and identically.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations. First, although we used 
a time-lagged and multi-source design to minimize com-
mon method variance, the cross-sectional design in Study 
1 prevents us from making causal inferences. We 
addressed this limitation by conducting two scenario- 
based experiments (Studies 2 and 3) that allowed us to 
draw causal conclusions; we also encourage future 
research to employ longitudinal designs to validate our 
model. Second, we used two scenario experiments to 
examine the mediation effects of envy and contempt. 
Although the internal validity of our experiment design 
is good, we encourage future research to increase external 
validity by using the experienced sampling method. Third, 
we focused on the direct and indirect effects of differen-
tiated empowering leadership on team members’ helping 
behaviors. We therefore encourage future research to 

explore the boundary conditions of our research frame-
work. For example, it has been argued that emotional 
intelligence is good for social interaction.61 Future 
research in the team context can therefore explore whether 
the negative effects of differentiated empowering leader-
ship on members’ helping behaviors is attenuated when 
managers have a high level of emotional intelligence.

Conclusions
To our knowledge, this is the first study drawing on the 
configural view to explore the negative effects of empow-
ering leadership on helping behaviors. In line with our 
predictions, the results of a survey and two scenario 
experiments suggest that differentiated empowering lea-
dership decreases team members’ helping behaviors. 
Specifically, for team members who receive less empow-
erment, differentiated empowering leadership can decrease 
their helping behaviors by increasing their emotion of 
envy. For team members who receive more empowerment, 
differentiated empowering leadership can decrease their 
helping behaviors by increasing their emotion of contempt.

Ethical Statement
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