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ABSTRACT Exposing under which conditions management innovation diffuses within
firms, this study investigates at the individual level the mediating influence of middle
managers’ voice behavior on the relationship between CEOs’ empowering leadership
behavior and perceived management innovation. We also propose that the magnitude of
this relationship depends on middle managers’ collectivist orientation. This study exploits a
unique Moroccan sample of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and utilizes
structural equation modeling to analyze the studied relations. We found that the positive
relationship between CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior and management
innovation is mediated by middle managers’ voice. This effect is conditioned by middle
managers’ collectivist orientations, which positively influence their attention to CEOs’
signals and the value and frequency of their contributions to management innovation.
While research has identified the external and organizational factors that shape
management innovation, our study concentrates on the individual level and accentuates
that middle managers’ closeness to management processes, combined with their access to
technical knowledge, renders them essential to management innovation. We contradict
arguments that middle managers may be less inclined to help management innovation to
emerge. SMEs can systematically invest in management innovation by advancing their
managerial capabilities and considering individual value orientations.

KEYWORDS empowering leadership, management innovation, middle manager, value
orientations, voice
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INTRODUCTION

Management innovation appears in the workplace as new management-related
practices, processes, or structures that intend to further organizational functioning
(Birkinshaw, Hamel, & Mol, 2008; Vaccaro, Jansen, Van den Bosch, & Volberda,
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2012). This is crucial for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) because they
compensate their lack of technological capabilities and engagement in R&D
activities by not only relying on the market to drive change, but also by engaging
in new marketing, design, or organizational practices (Hervas-Oliver,
Ripoll-Sempere, & Moll, 2016). Moreover, management innovation helps craft
a sustainable competitive advantage, as it is more difficult to replicate. It creates
a web of individual innovations spanning various management processes and prac-
tices (Hamel, 2006). Although the definitions of management, administrative, and
organizational innovation overlap (Damanpour & Aravind, 2012), research on spe-
cifically management innovation is scarce, albeit growing (e.g., Frynas, Mol, &
Mellahi, 2018; Guzman & Espejo, 2019; Vaccaro et al., 2012).

The current study extends our understanding of the conditions under which
management innovation diffuses within SMEs in two ways. First, it adds to
innovation and leadership literature by analyzing the role of direct followers as
internal agents of change who leverage management innovation. Research has
demonstrated the important role of context in shaping management innovation,
and ‘leadership may eventually be the single most important contextual factor
making management innovation work’ (Frynas et al., 2018: 87). By creating and
sustaining an organizational climate and culture that nurtures creative efforts
and facilitates the diffusion of learning, leaders can significantly boost
organizational creativity and innovation (Jung, Chow, & Wu, 2003). Similarly,
leaders can communicate a shared vision and mobilize the trust and respect that
followers have toward leaders. In so doing, this gives, in turn, weight to manage-
ment innovation (Birkinshaw et al., 2008). However, little is known about the
role of direct followers as change agents and their behaviors regarding the link
between leadership behavior and management innovation (Chang, 2016). In this
study, we focus on the role of middle managers, who are crucial to understanding
why and how management innovation comes about (Birkinshaw et al., 2008).
Middle managers are commonly considered essential to innovation because of
their ability to make strategic innovation accessible to top executives and create
novel knowledge in the innovation process. They have ample room to shape
management innovation, as CEOs’ intentions can only be a broad guideline
rather than a detailed blueprint (Heyden, Sidhu, & Volberda, 2018).
Specifically, management innovation centers on the changes in what managers
do on a daily basis and how they do it as part of their job (Hamel, 2006;
Vaccaro et al., 2012). Because middle managers are the intermediaries between
organization leaders and employees, they can provide valuable information and
suggestions that aid leaders in making better decisions.

Researchers have also previously emphasized that middle managers’ strategic
agency in driving organizational objectives (Woolridge, Schmid, & Floyd, 2008)
and their access to multiple technical knowledge sources, along with their man-
agerial expertise, can stimulate innovation (Delmestri & Walgenbach, 2005).
Hence, middle managers’ voice, through which ideas, concerns, and suggestions
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about work-related issues are shared, constitutes an essential source for the creation
and implementation of management innovation (Su & Baird, 2018). However,
questions persist on whether middle managers’ involvement has a significant influ-
ence on firm innovation. Flat management theory proposes that middle managers
bloat the management structure and lengthen the principal/agent chain, thus
reducing overall organizational efficiency. Management innovation also interrupts
the traditional managerial capabilities around which middle managers have
developed their expertise and built their professional identity (Heyden et al.,
2018). In addition, middle managers can delay, reduce the quality of, or even
sabotage the changes advocated by top managers (Woolridge et al., 2008).

Given this context, the purpose of this study is to investigate, at the individual
level, the mediating influence of middle managers’ voice behavior on the
relationship between CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior and CEOs’
perceived management innovation level. We turn to CEOs’ empowering leader-
ship behavior because it has been shown to be pertinent to innovation endeavors
(see the meta-analytic reviews, Lee et al., 2020; Lee, Willis, & Tian, 2018), includ-
ing management innovation (Hassi, 2019). Empowering leadership behavior
entails emphasizing a sense of meaning in employees’ work, favoring participation
in decision making, eliminating bureaucratic constraints, and boosting confidence
in individual performance (Ahearne, Mathieu, & Rapp, 2005).

Our second objective is to add to contingency-based innovation literature.
While extant studies have highlighted how organizational, competitive, institu-
tional, and technological contexts can act as levers for management innovation
(Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Frynas et al., 2018), they have placed less emphasis on
the characteristics of internal change agents. We propose that the magnitude of
the relationship between empowering leadership behavior and management
innovation via voice depends on middle managers’ collectivist orientation.
We base this proposition on signaling theory which sees leadership as an active
signaling process (Grabo, Spisak, & van Vugt, 2017). We infer that empowering
leadership behavior is positively related to middle managers’ voice behavior,
thereby promoting management innovation. Leaders signal that middle managers’
active involvement in work-related issues is expected. In our study, such involve-
ment is shown via voice, which provides opportunities for middle managers to
have a say about work-related aspects.

Signaling theory also acknowledges that recipients differ in their attention to
signals, and researchers have stated that more consideration could be devoted to
the effect of followers’ characteristics instead of leaders’ traits (Sharma &
Kirkman, 2015). Thus, we propose that middle managers’ collectivist orientations
may act as a boundary condition on the signaling effects of the relationship
between empowering leadership behavior and voice behavior, in turn influencing
management innovation. Collectivism is relevant in the leadership process, which
involves managing relationships inside the organization and enhancing team soli-
darity (Yang, Zhang, & Tsui, 2010) because it captures the relative weight people
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give to personal interests and shared pursuits (Thomas, Au, & Ravlin, 2003;
Wagner, 1995).

Figure 1 shows the hypothesized relationships based on a moderated medi-
ation framework tested on a unique Moroccan sample of SMEs.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES

Management Innovation, Empowering Leadership Behavior, and
Middle Managers’ Voice

The role of internal change agents is crucial to understanding how management
innovation emerges (Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Hamel, 2006), particularly in leader-
ship style (Frynas et al., 2018; Vaccaro et al., 2012). In the current study, we focus
on empowering leadership. This leadership form relates to the concept of
empowerment, which can be defined as the creation of a conducive environment
that enhances individual’s self-efficacy and control while eliminating the factors
that uphold feelings of powerlessness (Arnold, Arad, Rhoades, & Drasgow,
2000). Empowered followers take a more proactive approach to shaping and influ-
encing their work environments (see Sharma and Kirkman (2015) for a review), as
they benefit from empowering leadership behavior through the development of
self-determination and intrinsic motivation (Zhang & Bartol, 2010).
Furthermore, in complex organizations, leaders who focus on follower empower-
ment and self-management by coordinating and coaching followers rather than
instructing them achieve far greater fitness and creativity than those in
top-down, leader-controlled organization hierarchies (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001).

Turning to empirical evidence, Lee et al. (2020) found in their meta-analytic
review that empowering leadership was among the leadership styles with the stron-
gest correlations with individual innovation. They tentatively suggested that
‘employees are better able to innovate […] when their leaders become less
“leader-like” in the traditional sense. That is, when leaders act as facilitators and
support and empower employees’ (Lee et al., 2020: 15; see also Lee et al.,
2018). In the hotel sector, Hassi (2019) revealed that empowering leadership
exerts a positive effect on management innovation. However, literature that

Figure 1. Hypothesized relationships
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explains innovative adoption decisions from the contingency perspective is more
limited. Research has focused on the influence of organization contextual factors
(Hassi, 2019; Mol & Birkinshaw, 2009), leadership behavior, and control mechan-
isms (Su & Baird, 2018; Vaccaro et al., 2012) on management innovation.
To augment our understanding of how management innovation emerges and con-
sidering the potentially important role of middle managers in this process, we focus
on middle managers’ voice behavior as a mediating variable between empowering
leadership behavior and management innovation.

Scholars define voice behavior as the voluntary communication of ideas,
concerns, and suggestions about work-related issues, stressing the expression of a
constructive challenge intended to improve rather than simply criticize
(Morrison, 2011; Van Dyne & LePine, 1998). Voice is uniquely focused on
verbal expressions (directed up, down, or horizontally) explicitly intended to
bring about positive change and make improvements in the organization rather
than benefit just the individual (Morrison, 2011). It tends to improve management
systems through increased understanding and information and employee ideas for
development (Dundon, Wilkinson, Marchington, & Ackers, 2004), which helps
organizations innovate (Guzman & Espejo, 2019; Morrison, 2011). However,
voice’s positive influence on innovation may differ, that is, be greater for non-
technological innovations, including organizational and process innovations
(Andries & Czarnitzki, 2014; Uhlaner, van Stel, Duplat, & Zhou, 2013).

Middle managers’ voice cannot be coerced or readily integrated into job’s
in-role requirements (Detert & Burris, 2007; Morrison, 2011). It constitutes a
proactive form of extra-role behavior not considered part of the job’s require-
ments. It arises from individuals’ desires to make a difference and challenge the
status quo by improving organizational issues because they want to, not because
of pressure or fear (Elsetouhi, Hamad, Nagm, & Elbaz, 2018). Middle managers’
voice is pertinent to management innovation because it changes the way in which
management sets goals, makes decisions, aligns activities, and mobilizes employees
(Hamel, 2006). Additionally, middle managers provide information and sugges-
tions that top management may not otherwise have been aware of (Morrison,
2011). However, extra-role activities can be draining, and those who go the
extra mile carry the risk of being scapegoated for failures (Glaser, Stam, &
Takeychi, 2016; Heyden et al., 2018). Hence, middle managers must be motivated
and are likely to pay particular attention to CEOs’ cues when deciding whether to
engage in voice behavior (Morrison, 2011; Xu, Qin, Dust, & DiRenzo, 2019). Such
cues from CEO behavioral preferences can be derived from CEO leadership as an
active signaling process that overcomes the information asymmetries between
middle managers and CEOs (Spence, 1973). Indeed, middle managers observe
CEOs, as they have legitimate power that originates from the authority lines
within organizational hierarchies when deciding on the implementation of
middle managers’ suggestions (Bandura, 1986). CEOs also have reward power
because they oversee middle managers’ job assignments, remuneration, and

112 S. Rohlfer et al.

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


career opportunities (Pearce & Robinson, 1987), as well as control whether they
will be compensated or penalized for voicing suggestions.

When subordinates perceive that their leaders listen to them, value their
ideas, and occasionally act on their ideas (Detert & Burris, 2007), they gain a
sense of direct access to the leaders, which entices their voice behavior
(e.g., Ashford, Sutcliffe, & Christianson, 2009). This resembles the participation
dimension of empowering leadership behavior, according to which leaders share
power and actively stimulate follower input and involvement (Ahearne et al.,
2005). Empowering leadership requires leaders to develop trust in their followers
by delegating high levels of discretion and decision-making authority (Lorinkova,
Pearsall, & Sims, 2013). Empowering leaders convey confidence in their followers’
performance and fairly consider the ideas presented, helping endorse a strong
feeling of follower competence. Their followers are thereby more likely to focus
on tasks rather than worry and hesitate. Thus, they become willing to take risks
to express their ideas (Gao & Jiang, 2019). Middle managers, who are given a
chance to voice their opinions and concerns, also have a heightened sense of
control over their work, which facilitates higher levels of satisfaction and motiv-
ation (see Morrison, 2011).

Taken together, empowering leadership behavior can affect organizations’
overall innovation, and depending on the signaling behavior of their leaders,
middle managers may decide to make suggestions for organizational improvement
(Dedahanov, Lee, Rhee, & Yoon, 2016). Meanwhile, if a leader’s signal to act on
middle managers’ voice is absent, middle managers may stay silent (Donovan,
O’Sullivan, Doyle, & Garvey, 2016). Hence, it is plausible to assume that the
effect between empowering leadership behavior and management innovation is
transmitted through middle managers’ voice behavior. We therefore argue that
voice behavior plays a mediating role in the relationship between empowering
leadership behavior and management innovation and propose the following:

Hypothesis 1: The positive relationship between CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior

and management innovation is mediated by middle managers’ voice behavior.

The Moderating Role of Middle Managers’ Collectivist Orientation

Management research has demonstrated that signaling effectiveness is partly deter-
mined by receiver characteristics, in our case by middle managers (Connelly,
Certo, Ireland, & Reutzel, 2011; Xu et al., 2019). Among these characteristics,
the receiver’s attention, that is, whether the middle manager is looking for
signals from leadership behavior, has been identified as a key attribute according
to which signaling effectiveness differs (Connelly et al., 2011). Following this logic,
we focus on middle managers’ characteristics. Researchers have referred to recei-
vers’ value orientations in the signaling process as well (Li & Sun, 2015; Xu et al.,
2019), including the collectivist orientation (Yang et al., 2010). We thus propose

113Management Innovation and Middle Managers

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


that middle managers’ collectivist orientation as a specific receiver characteristic
influences the indirect positive effects of CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior
on management innovation via middle managers’ voice behavior.

Collectivism refers to the tendency to view oneself as interdependent with
select others, be concerned about the consequences of behavior for the
in-group’s goals, and be more willing to sacrifice personal interests for the
group’s welfare (Thomas et al., 2003; Wagner, 1995). In general, collectivism is
a characteristic of interdependence, group embeddedness, and personalized rela-
tionships (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988). Interdependent
individuals see themselves as part of an encompassing social relationship and
recognize that their behavior is determined, contingent on, and to a large extent
organized by relationships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Therefore, collectivism
is relevant to the leadership process, which involves managing relationships
inside the firm and enhancing follower solidarity (Schaubroeck, Lam, & Cha,
2007; Yang et al., 2010).

According to the above arguments, empowering leadership behavior’s effect
on voice is likely to be moderated by a collectivist orientation. Middle managers
with high collectivist orientation might be more attentive to signals for proactive
voice behavior, as such behavior would allow them to bring about positive
change and make organizational improvements (Morrison, 2011), thereby foster-
ing shared pursuits rather than personal interests. In contrast, individuals with
low collectivist orientation are less enticed to seek achievements in shared pursuits
and hence lack the attention to signals that enables this interest. In view of this, we
propose that middle managers with high collectivist values have a greater tendency
to display behavior for collaborative work, such as voice, than individuals with a
low collectivist orientation.

We also suggest that collectivism moderates the relationship between middle
managers’ voice behavior and management innovation. Successfully implemented
management innovation can facilitate the achievement of common organizational
goals (Birkinshaw et al., 2008). Middle managers with high collectivist orientations
are more interdependent with their community and concerned about the conse-
quences of their behavior regarding the group’s goals (Thomas et al., 2003),
even if it means sacrificing personal interests (Wagner, 1995). They follow a cog-
nitive and calculative process when engaging in voice to decide whether it is worth-
while to speak up vis-à-vis remaining silent. This choice depends on individual
characteristics (Guzman & Espejo, 2019; Morrison, 2011); therefore, middle man-
agers do not necessarily display voice at the same frequency (Van Puyenbroeck,
Stouten, Hofmans, Van Meervelt, & Vande Broek, 2020). We propose that indi-
viduals concerned with the effects of their conduct on common organizational
goals more frequently engage in voice behavior, thereby increasing the number
of ideas for management innovation to assess and implement successfully (Axtell,
Holman, Unsworth, Wall, & Waterson, 2000). Altogether, when contributing to
management innovation as a shared pursuit, the voice behavior of middle
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managers with high collectivist orientations is expected to be of a higher value and
frequency than that of middle managers with low collectivist orientations. In other
words, we expect the positive effect between voice and management innovation to
be stronger for middle managers with high collectivist orientations compared to
those with low collectivist orientations. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The indirect relationship between CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior

and management innovation through middle managers’ voice is moderated by middle

managers’ collectivist orientation, such that the relationship is stronger under a high rather

than low collectivist orientation.

METHODS

Sample and Procedures

To test our hypotheses, we studied a database of Moroccan SMEs. SMEs consti-
tute about 95% of Moroccan firms and play an important role in the country’s
employment and wealth creation (Hassi, 2016). According to the Global
Innovation Index 2017, Morocco ranks in the bottom half of countries in terms
of its innovative orientation and output (Dutta, Lanvin, & Wunsch-Vincent,
2017). In particular, how conducive Moroccan firms are to innovation activity
shows room for improvement, which could occur through better knowledge
absorption and more knowledge workers (Dutta et al., 2017). Building a firm’s cap-
abilities by promoting managerial capacity and positive behaviors among organ-
ization members is considered a challenge that management research can
address so companies can seize opportunities to grow (George, Corbishley,
Khayesi, Haas, & Tihanyi, 2016).

To create a sufficiently large database, we called the Moroccan firms listed in
a governmental dataset. The companies were screened to ensure they had the
required level of technological innovation, as management innovation is needed
to foster or reinforce this type of innovation (Hervas-Oliver et al., 2016; Mol &
Birkinshaw, 2009). We asked whether they had created a new or substantially
improved production process with new equipment or engineering over the last
three years (OECD, 2005). With these management innovation parameters in
place, 800 SMEs agreed to participate in our study. The data were collected
between October 2017 and November 2018 using a drop-and-collect procedure
to enhance the participation rate and efficiently match the completed question-
naires (described below) to each participating company.

We distributed two types of questionnaires: one for the top management tier
and holding positions, such as owners, CEOs, director generals, and general man-
agers (CEOs for short), and the other for middle managers (Appendix I). The latter
were those who ranked lower than the top management team but higher than first-
line workers, including professional and technical workers (Huy, 2001). In our
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study, middle managers were the responsible heads for the production department
because, in this functional area, voice appeared relevant for innovation activity
(Andries & Czarnitzki, 2014). The CEO questionnaire gathered information
about the organizations’management innovation, while the middle manager ques-
tionnaire collected data about their CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior, their
voice behavior, and their collectivist orientation. We separated the evaluation of
the current model’s predictors and criterion variables in the questionnaire to
reduce the common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff,
2003). Following Kock (2015), we have conducted a PLS-SEM with the variables
of the mediation model to calculate the variance inflation factor (VIF) resulting in
VIF of 1.395 and, thus, below the threshold of 3.3. Therefore, there is no collin-
earity problem, and the model can be considered free of common method bias
(Kock, 2015).

We obtained 474 completed sets of questionnaires from the 800 SMEs we
contacted. From there, 19 sets were discarded because of missing data or incom-
plete information. A total of 455 sets of questionnaires were thus considered
valid, representing a response rate of 56.9%. The participating firms operated in
various industries, mostly supplying automotive companies (17%), IT and electron-
ics (16%), food processing (17%), textiles and clothing (15%), building materials
(17%), and furniture manufacturing (17%). Most firms had been operating for
an average of 17.3 years (SD = 8.84) and were pursuing an innovation strategy
(89%). Regarding size, the firms had an average of 42.8 full-time employees.
The middle managers averaged at 37.6 years old (SD = 6.04), had an average
tenure in their present position of 7 years (SD = 3.86), and were mainly male
(68.7%).

Measures

All variables were assessed using established scales and measured on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We applied the con-
struct measures with established multi-item scales from prior research with most of
them having been applied in the Middle East and/or Islamic majority countries.
The English versions of the scales were translated into French (the language
used in the questionnaires) and then back-translated into English by two independ-
ent bilingual individuals to ensure their meaning was maintained (Brislin, 1980).

Empowering leadership. We conceptualized and operationalized empowering leader-
ship behavior as an individual perception. We considered leadership to have
emerged when followers constructed and represented their views of their leaders
in their thought systems (Meindl, 1995). We combined the four subscales of the
empowering leadership behavior measure from Ahearne et al. (2005) into one
overall empowering leadership behavior measure. These subscales are (1) enhan-
cing the meaningfulness of work, (2) fostering participation in decision making,
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(3) expressing confidence in high performance, and (4) providing autonomy from
bureaucratic constraints. Prior research using the same four subscales indicated
not only support for a higher-order global construct (Cheong, Spain,
Yammarino, & Yun, 2016) but also its applicability in the Moroccan context
(Hassi, 2019).

Voice behavior. To measure middle managers’ voice behavior, we used a 6-item scale
developed and validated by Van Dyne and LePine (1998) with very minor modi-
fication. Since middle managers self-report, all items were changed to begin with ‘I’
as suggested by Van Dyne and LePine (1998). This construct has been widely used
across African countries including Islamic majority countries and was found to
show greater validity and reliability compared to other voice constructs (Fisher
et al., 2019).

Management innovation.We used the 6-item management innovation scale developed
by Vaccaro et al. (2012) which had been applied previously in the Moroccan
context (Hassi, 2019). Because management practices, processes, structures, and
techniques are applied at the organization level and refer to alterations in the
way middle managers’ work is carried out (Chang, 2016; Volberda, Van den
Bosch, & Heij, 2013), we operationalized management innovation at the individual
level as CEO’s perception of firm management innovation.

Collectivist orientation. To measure the middle managers’ collectivist orientation, we
used Dorfman and Howell’s (1988) 6-item scale, an adaptation of Hofstede’s (1980)
original cultural measures to the individual level. This measure has been used in
several past studies with acceptable internal consistency values, including in non-
Western contexts (Clugston, Howell, & Dorfman, 2000; Dorfman & Howell,
1988; Yang et al., 2010).

RESULTS

We conducted structural equation modeling using the sem command in the Stata
16 software package (StataCorp, 2019). Following Kline (2010), we employed a
maximum likelihood estimation method with robust standard errors together
with the Satorra–Bentler rescaled chi-square statistic (Satorra & Bentler, 1994).
This statistic compensates for non-normality and corrects for heteroscedasticity
(i.e., the vce(sbentler) option in Stata). Furthermore, we used item parceling to
better approximate the linear factor model assumption of multivariate normality
(Bandalos & Finney, 2001; Kline, 2015). The items of the latent variable CEOs’

empowering leadership behavior were parceled theoretically according to its measure’s
four subscales. The items of the three remaining latent variables (management innov-
ation, middle managers’ voice, and middle managers’ collectivist orientation) were assigned
based on similarities, with factor loadings, mean values, and standard deviations
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parceling two items to form three parcels for each latent variable. Additionally, we
conducted the Durbin–Wu–Hausman chi-square test for endogeneity between
middle managers’ voice, management innovation, and individual-level variables
(i.e., ivregress 2sls in Stata). The Durbin–Wu–Hausman test was conducted after
an instrumental variables regression in which we instrumented middle managers’
voice behavior by the middle managers’ age (logarithm of age) and tenure (loga-
rithm of years in the organization). A significant p-value indicated an endogenous
mediator. Therefore, following Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, and Lalive (2010),
we correlated the disturbances of the dependent variable (management innovation)
and the mediator (middle manager’s voice behavior) in our subsequent analyses,
omitting the instruments and control variables. Lastly, we found the Hansen J stat-
istic to be nonsignificant, indicating that the model was not overidentified.

Descriptive Statistics

The model variables’ descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliabilities
(Cronbach’s α) are provided in Table 1. The reported reliabilities of the four
model variables showed satisfactory internal consistency (Cronbach’s α: 0.65–
0.87). The correlation results were also highly significant (p< 0.001). As expected,
CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior was positively related to middle man-
agers’ voice (r= 0.53) and management innovation (r= 0.53). Middle managers’
voice was also positively related to management innovation (r= 0.33). Middle
managers’ collectivist orientation was positively related to CEOs’ empowering
leadership behavior (r= 0.31) and middle managers’ voice (r= 0.44), but not man-
agement innovation (r=−0.01).

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Before testing the two hypotheses, we examined the construct validity of the mea-
sures by performing four confirmatory factor analyses. The first model included
four first-order factors derived from their respective item parcels (four parcels
for CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior and three parcels each for manage-
ment innovation, middle managers’ voice, and middle managers’ collectivist orien-
tation). In the following models, we merged the first-order factors (Table 2), but in
the last model, we loaded all parcels onto one factor. The models were compared
based on both relative and absolute goodness-of-fit indices (Acock, 2013). The χ2

goodness-of-fit statistic and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)
were the two absolute indices. The comparative fit index (CFI) and standardized
root mean square residual (SRMR) were the two relative/standardized indices.
Following Hu and Bentler (1999), good-fit models should have a nonsignificant
χ2 and an RMSEA less than 0.05 (between 0.05 and 0.08 for an acceptable fit).
The values for the other indices should be >0.90–0.95 (CFI) and <0.08 (SRMR)
for an acceptable fit. Table 2 shows that the hypothesized four-factor model of
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CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior, middle managers’ voice, management
innovation, and middle managers’ collectivist orientation exhibited a better fit
than the other models (χ2 = 183.360, df = 59, p= 0.00, RMSEA = 0.068, CFI =
0.940, SRMR= 0.054). These results showed that the current study’s variables
are different constructs and can be used in subsequent analyses.

Hypotheses Testing

Hypothesis 1 proposed that the positive relationship between CEOs’ empowering
leadership behavior and management innovation is mediated by middle managers’
voice behavior. Considering the confounding variables by correlating the disturbances
of the dependent and mediator variables, we found that the unstandardized
indirect effect of middle managers’ voice behavior was statistically significant
(b= 0.104, SE= 0.034, 95% CI = 0.037; 0.171), thus supporting Hypothesis 1
(Table 3). In other words, greater CEO empowering leadership behavior was
associated with greater middle manager voice behavior, which increases management
innovation. The model further showed an acceptable fit (χ2 = 91.081, df = 32,
p= 0.00, RMSEA= 0.054, CFI = 0.975, SRMR= 0.045).

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the mediation relationship between CEOs’
empowering leadership behavior, middle managers’ voice, and management

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations among the study variables

Model variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. CEOs’ empowering leadership
behavior

4.06 0.33 (0.8447)

2. Middle managers’ voice 4.16 0.49 0.53*** (0.8538)
3. Management innovation 3.92 0.59 0.53*** 0.33*** (0.8743)
4. Middle managers’ collectivist
orientation

4.17 0.39 0.31*** 0.44*** −0.01*** (0.6507)

Notes: N = 455. Cronbach’s α appears in parentheses (no. 1–4). Sig. ***p< 0.001.

Table 2. Model test results (Sotorra–Bentler) for the study variables

Model χ2 df RMSEA CFI SRMR

4 – Factor modela 183.360 59 0.068 0.940 0.054
3 – Factor modelb 332.176 62 0.098 0.869 0.090
2 – Factor modelc 466.514 64 0.118 0.805 0.100
1 – Factor modeld 870.475 65 0.166 0.611 0.123

Notes: aExpected model.
bCollectivist orientation and empowering leadership behavior merged.
cCollectivist orientation, empowering leadership behavior, and voice merged.
dAll items load on one single factor.
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innovation is strengthened by middle managers’ collectivist orientation. Following
Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) and Hayes (2013), our moderated mediation
model (e.g., conditional indirect effect model) examined whether the indirect effect
of CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior on management innovation through
middle managers’ voice behavior depends on middle managers’ collectivist orien-
tation. To test this moderated mediation, we used the Johnson–Neyman technique
for probing interactions, which ‘points along the continuum of the moderator
where the effect of the focal predictor transitions between statistically significant
and nonsignificant’ (Hayes & Matthes, 2009: 928). With this technique, we
ensured more specific information regarding the range of moderator values for
which the predictor significantly affects the criterion.

In support of Hypothesis 2, our results showed that mediation was moderated
by middle managers’ collectivist orientation, with positive relationships increasing
as middle managers’ collectivist orientation increased. More precisely, the indirect
path between CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior, middle managers’ voice,
and management innovation varied significantly for low (1 SD below average),
average, and high middle managers’ collectivist orientations (1 SD above
average; Table 4). Therefore, the conditional indirect effect increases as the
value of the moderator increases, meaning that the positive relationship between
empowering leadership behavior, middle managers’ voice behavior, and manage-
ment innovation is strengthened by any middle manager collectivist orientation.
The model also showed an acceptable fit: χ2 = 136.336, df = 53, p= 0.00,
RMSEA = 0.059, CFI = 0.958, SRMR= 0.045.

DISCUSSION

The current study extends innovation and leadership literature by providing empir-
ical insights into the role of middle managers in the relationship between CEOs’
empowering leadership behavior and management innovation. It is the first study
to demonstrate that leadership is a process whereby the relationship between

Table 3. Unstandardized coefficients, standard errors, and 95% confidence intervals for the medi-
ation model (Satorra–Bentler; N= 455)

Parameter estimate b SE
95% CI

CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior→ middle managers’ voice 0.457 0.091 0.278 0.635
Middle managers’ voice → management innovation 0.228 0.089 0.053 0.403
CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior → management
innovation

0.728 0.125 0.482 0.974

CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior→ middle managers’ voice
→ management innovation

0.104 0.034 0.037 0.171

Notes: χ2 = 91.081, df = 32, p= 0.00, RMSEA= 0.054, CFI = 0.975, SRMR= 0.045.
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empowering leadership behavior and a more distal outcome – management
innovation – is transmitted through a more proximal mediating variable – middle
managers’ voice. While Frynas et al. (2018) identified leadership as probably the
most important contextual variable, our findings indicate that direct followers (in
our case, middle managers) are important change agents to leverage management
innovation. The mediating effect of middle manager’s voice is significant but
small. This could be because of other intermediary influences that are, for instance,
related to the dyadic relationship of empowering leadership (Zhang & Bartol, 2010)
and the fact that management innovation is affected by trusting relationships within
a company (Vaccaro et al., 2012). Nevertheless, considering SMEs’ understudied
organizational context (Hervas-Oliver et al., 2016), both leaders and middle man-
agers are important for a more encompassed understanding of how management
innovation comes about. Middle managers are essential because they can bring
novel knowledge to the innovation process by proactively engaging in voice behavior.
Furthermore, middle managers’ closeness to management structures, processes, and
practices – the potential targets of innovation activity – combined with their access to
multiple technical knowledge sources renders them crucial for management innov-
ation to emerge. However, as leaders, CEOs are not less important because they
can encourage extra-role behavior, which in our study is middle managers’ voice.
CEOs’ observed behavior acts as a signal to middle managers whether proactive
voice behavior is desired or not. Hence, it is instrumental to mobilizing middle man-
agers and encouraging their voice to achieve management innovation. This study also
adds to contingency innovation leadership literature by demonstrating that the mag-
nitude of the relationship between empowering leadership behavior and manage-
ment innovation via voice varies per middle managers’ collectivist orientations.

Table 4. Unstandardized coefficients, standard errors, and 95% confidence intervals for the medi-
ation model (Satorra–Bentler; N= 455)

Parameter estimate B SE 95%CI

CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior → middle
managers’ voice

0.449 0.092 0.267 0.630

Middle managers’ voice → management innovation 0.377 0.091 0.198 0.556
CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior → management
innovation

0.664 0.132 0.404 0.924

CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior→middle managers’
voice → management innovation

0.169 0.050 0.070 0.268

COLL → management innovation −0.545 0 .092 −0.726 −0.363
COLL → middle managers’ voice 0.958 0.102 0.758 1.058
Conditional indirect effect at different values of the moderator (CEOs’ empowering leadership behavior → middle

managers’ voice → management innovation)

Low collectivism orientation (−1 SD) 0.137 0.052 0.036 0.239
Average collectivism orientation (M) 0.169 0.050 0.070 0.268
High collectivism orientation (+1 SD) 0.203 0.059 0.088 0.319

Notes: χ2 = 136.336, df = 53, p = 0.00, RMSEA= 0.059, CFI = 0.958, SRMR= 0.045.
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Theoretical Implications

By shining a light on middle managers as the ‘voicers’ rather than merely the target
or active managers of voice mechanisms, the present study identifies the import-
ance of middle managers as stimuli of management innovation. Conceptualizing
middle managers’ voice in innovation research helps accurately echo organiza-
tional reality, in turn providing actionable knowledge to support business leaders
in their decisions regarding how to create management innovation. Given the
study’s empirical context, how to create management innovation is particularly
relevant not only for the increasing number of expatriates from China, India,
and Europe in Morocco when building local managerial capacities, but also for
local entrepreneurs’ activities (Walumbwa, Avolio, & Aryee, 2011). Hence, the
findings concentrating on the role of individuals leveraging management innov-
ation complement prior studies at the firm or subunit level that focus on internal
contextual factors (Guzman & Espejo, 2019; Heyden et al., 2018; Su & Baird,
2018). Our study also provides a compelling empirical argument for research on
the dynamics within leader-manager dyads that enable a firm’s innovation capabil-
ities (e.g., Heyden et al., 2018) to maximize actors’ performance in their shared
pursuit of management innovation.

In addition, our empirical findings contradict the argument that middle man-
agers may be less inclined for management innovation to emerge (Heyden et al.,
2018). Management innovation tends to arise out of organizational necessity
(Birkinshaw &Mol, 2006), and middle managers may see management innovation
as a welcome reason to upgrade their skills through self-study, experimentation
with management innovation, and special training, which boosts their employabil-
ity. The latter is an important facet in times of organizational de-layering and
restructuring (Huy, 2001). Rather than obstructing it, middle managers may
have a self-interest in fostering management innovation to maintain an attractive
knowledge and skill profile for later employers.

Furthermore, the current study increases our scholarly and practical under-
standing of under which circumstances empowering leadership behavior is the
best ‘fit’ for particular work settings, here based on middle managers’ differences.
Research has found the magnitude of the relationship between leadership and
innovation to be largely variable (Hughes, Lee, Tian, Newman, & Legood,
2018), and our findings increase our understanding of the within-context variables
that influence this relationship. Although research has mainly focused on leaders’
cultural orientations as an antecedent to empowering leadership (Sharma &
Kirkman, 2015), our findings indicate that followers’ value orientations are import-
ant to the magnitude of empowering leadership behavior effectiveness. Our find-
ings corresponding to collectivist orientation in Moroccan SMEs could be
extended to contexts with similar underlying commonalities in cultural value orien-
tations, such as Asian cultures (Walumbwa et al., 2011). It is also likely that other
moderators exist, meaning empowering leadership researchers can contextualize
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specific followers’ value orientations using our results. The religious and sociocul-
tural norms related to Islam could be of heightened interest because they are spe-
cific to Northern Africa and foster a strong convergence in this region’s cultural
orientations, thus affecting leadership practice (Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges,
Dastmalchian, & House, 2012).

Managerial Implications

Fostering management innovation is key for SMEs to gain a sustainable competi-
tive advantage (Hervas-Oliver et al., 2016). The current study suggests that firms
can consciously and systematically invest in management innovation by advancing
managerial capabilities and middle managers’ behaviors. CEOs may need to focus
on middle managers’ value orientations and strategically manage their managerial
employees depending on the nature of their value systems. As such, CEOs’ leader-
ship skills become important and further accentuate the important role of the
upper echelon’s capabilities in SME innovation performance (Uhlaner et al.,
2013).

Furthermore, organizations should encourage middle managers to actively
engage in voice behavior to tap into their managerial and technical knowledge.
Even for SMEs operating in the emerging Moroccan market, for which the data
generally confirmed a lack of human capital in terms of knowledge and expertise
(World Economic Forum, 2017), middle managers’ voice behavior can work indir-
ectly, allowing for empowering leadership behavior to positively influence manage-
ment innovation. Therefore, organizations are advised not only to implement
formal, multiple voice mechanisms to facilitate empowering leadership’s indirect
effect on management innovation, but also to foster this particular leadership
type in general, which seems to be especially useful in the SME context, where
human capital is generally more limited and middle managers’ knowledge needs
harnessing. This is a relevant and practical finding because locally owned organi-
zations and multinational subsidiaries are slowly starting to replace traditional
human resources management approaches with newer culturally contingent
approaches marked by individual involvement (Hassi, 2016; Walumbwa et al.,
2011). Empowering leadership therefore fits well as a means of driving manage-
ment innovation and thereby SME performance in an African context.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Our study is not without limitations. First, one of our primary interests was inves-
tigating the organization-level phenomenon of management innovation. However,
we operationalized and measured it via a set of items that assessed each CEO’s per-
ceived management innovation in their firm, which is an individual-level percep-
tion (Baer & Frese, 2003). This imperfect level alignment between
conceptualization and operationalization/measurement may potentially hinder
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the accuracy of our study’s empirical findings and interpretations (Cheong,
Yammarino, Dionne, Spain, & Tsai, 2019). Hence, future research can conceptu-
alize management innovation more explicitly at the individual level (Yammarino,
Dionne, Chun, & Dansereau, 2005) with an innovation process perspective on
management innovation and by focusing on the generation, rather than the adop-
tion, process. Indeed, the generation and adoption of management innovation are
separate processes led by different actors and can be studied at different levels of
analysis (Damanpour, 2014). Middle managers and their voices are important
internal change agents who create management innovation that results in novel
alterations in what managers do daily and how they do it (Volberda et al., 2013).

Second, we used CEOs’ perceptions about management innovation, meaning
that the main effects from our analysis could have been influenced by the method
employed. Research has often argued that the results of the relationship between
leadership behaviors and innovation may be larger when the outcomes are self-
rated rather than objectively measured (see Hughes et al., 2018). However, a
recent meta-analysis on the link between leadership and innovation showed that
for the effects of many leadership variables, ‘there were no significant differences
based on these study design issues’ (Lee et al., 2020: 16). Nevertheless, future
studies can combine both subjective and objective innovation outcome measures
to echo the calls to use stronger research designs, including instrumental variables
(e.g., Hughes et al., 2018).

Third, the findings show that the relationship between empowering leader-
ship behavior and management innovation is mediated by middle managers’
voice. Voice was operationalized as an extra-role, participative behavior that
allows organization members to have a say in work-related issues (Van Dyne &
LePine, 1998). However, this ignored the types of messages and information
voice delivers. Even though it is a mature scale and still widely used in the literature
(Li & Sun, 2015), future research can apply refined voice scales to allow a more
defined understanding of voice effects. For example, Liang, Fahr, and Fahr
(2012) distinguished between promotive voice (i.e., suggestions to improve the
organization) and prohibitive voice (i.e., concerns to prevent the organization
from harmful events), differentiating between the content, aim, and function of
each. This differentiation could help identify voice utility in different stages of
the management innovation process (e.g., the creation and implementation
stages). Moreover, given that the mediation effect is small – which is often the
case (Walters, 2019) – it would be insightful to include further mediators in
future studies, particularly those mediators identified through the meta-analysis
of empowering leadership research by Lee et al. (2018) and to disentangle their
explanatory power in the empowering leadership/management innovation
relationship.

While all constructs used in this study have been applied in the context of the
Middle East or Islamic majority countries in prior research, leadership effective-
ness has been argued to be culturally contingent (Cheong et al., 2019). Hence,
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future research could include additional dimensions of empowering leadership
behavior unique to the Moroccan context, reflecting the desire for high integrity
or team orientation (Dorfman et al., 2012) which might lead to a better fit with
the Moroccan context and yield more explanatory power.

Despite these limitations, the current study provides unique contributions to
contingency-based leadership and innovation literature by empirically accentuat-
ing the role of middle managers in the relationship between empowering leader-
ship behavior, middle managers’ voice, and management innovation. Indeed,
middle managers’ collectivist orientation is an important boundary condition for
boosting the positive indirect effect of middle managers’ voice.
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APPENDIX I

Management Innovation
(1) Rules and procedures within our organization are regularly renewed.
(2) We regularly make changes to our employees’ tasks and functions.
(3) Our organization regularly implements new management systems.
(4) The policy with regard to compensation has been changed in the last three years.
(5) The intra- and inter-departmental communication structure within our organization is regularly

restructured.
(6) We continuously alter certain elements of the organizational structure.

CEO’s Empowering Leadership Behavior

Enhancing the meaningfulness of work:

(1) The CEO helps me understand how my objectives/goals relate to that of the company.
(2) The CEO helps me understand the importance of my work to the overall effectiveness of the

company.
(3) The CEO helps me understand how my job fits into the bigger picture.

Fostering participation in decision making:

(1) The CEO makes many decisions together with me.
(2) The CEO often consults me on strategic decisions.
(3) The CEO solicits my opinion on decisions that may affect me.

Expressing confidence in high performance:

(1) The CEO believes that I can handle demanding tasks.
(2) The CEO believes in my ability to improve even when I make mistakes.
(3) The CEO expresses confidence in my ability to perform at a high level.

125Management Innovation and Middle Managers

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


Providing autonomy from bureaucratic constraints:

(1) The CEO allows me to do my job my way.
(2) The CEO makes it more efficient for me to do my job by keeping the rules and regulations simple.
(3) The CEO allows me to make important decisions quickly to satisfy customer needs.

Middle Manager’s Voice Behavior
(1) I develop and make recommendations concerning issues that affect this work group.
(2) I speak up and encourage others in this group to get involved in issues that affect the group.
(3) I communicate my opinions about work issues to others in this group even if my opinion is

different and others in the group disagree with me.
(4) I keep well informed about issues where my opinion might be useful to this work group.
(5) I get involved in issues that affect the quality of work life here in this group.
(6) I speak up in this group with ideas for new projects or changes in procedures.

Middle Manager’s Collectivism Orientation
(1) Group welfare is more important than individual rewards.
(2) Group success is more important than individual success.
(3) Being accepted by members of your work group is very important.
(4) Employees should only pursue their goals after considering the welfare of the group.
(5) Managers should encourage group loyalty even if individual goals suffer.
(6) Individuals may be expected to give up their goals in order to benefit group success.

REFERENCES

Acock, A. 2013. Discovering structural equation modeling using Stata. Texas: Stata Press.
Ahearne, M., Mathieu, J., & Rapp, A. 2005. To empower or not to empower your sales force?

An empirical examination of the influence of leadership empowerment behavior on customer
satisfaction. Journal of Applied Psychology, 90(5): 945–955.

Andries, P., & Czarnitzki, D. 2014. Small firm innovation performance and employee involvement.
Small Business Economics, 43(1): 21–38.

Antonakis, J., Bendahan, S., Jacquart, P., & Lalive, R. 2010. On making causal claims: A review and
recommendations. Leadership Quarterly, 21(6): 1086–1120.

Arnold, J., Arad, S., Rhoades, J., & Drasgow, F. 2000. The empowering leadership questionnaire:
The construction and validation of a new scale for measuring leader behaviors. Journal of
Organizational Behavior, 21(3): 249–269.

Ashford, S., Sutcliffe, K., & Christianson, M. 2009. Speaking up and speaking out: The leadership
dynamics of voice in organizations. In J. Greenberg, & M. Edwards (Eds.), Voice and
silence in organizations: 175–202. Emerald: Bingley.

Axtell, C., Holman, D., Unsworth, K., Wall, T., & Waterson, P. 2000. Shopfloor innovation:
Facilitating the suggestion and implementation of ideas. Journal of Occupational and
Organizational Psychology, 73(3): 265–285.

Baer, M., & Frese, M. 2003. Innovation is not enough: Climates for initiative and psychological
safety, process innovations and firm performance. Journal of Organizational Behavior,
24(1): 45–68.

Bandalos, D., & Finney, S. 2001. Item parceling issues in structural equation modeling. In G.
Marcoulides, & R. Schumacker (Eds.), New developments and techniques in structural
equation modeling: 269–296. Muhwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Bandura, A. 1986. Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory.
Englewood Cliff, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Birkinshaw, J., & Mol, M. 2006. How management innovation happens.MIT SloanManagement
Review, 47(4): 81–88.

Birkinshaw, J., Hamel, G., & Mol, M. 2008. Management innovation. Academy of Management
Review, 33(4): 825–845.

126 S. Rohlfer et al.

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


Brislin, R. 1980. Translation and content analysis of oral and written material. In H. Traindis, & J.
Berry (Eds.),Handbook of cross-cultural psychology: 389–444. Boston,MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Chang, Y. 2016. Multilevel transformational leadership and management innovation. Leadership
& Organizational Development Journal, 37(2): 263–288.

Cheong, M., Spain, S., Yammarino, F., & Yun, S. 2016. Two faces of empowering leadership:
Enabling and burdening. Leadership Quarterly, 27(4): 602–616.

Cheong, M., Yammarino, F., Dionne, S., Spain, S., & Tsai, C. 2019. A review of the effectiveness of
empowering leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 30(1): 34–58.

Clugston, M., Howell, J., & Dorfman, P. 2000. Does cultural socialization predict multiple bases and
foci of commitment? Journal of Management, 26(1): 5–30.

Connelly, L., Certo, S., Ireland, R., & Reutzel, C. 2011. Signaling theory: A review and assessment.
Journal of Management, 37(1): 39–67.

Damanpour, F. 2014. Footnotes to research on management innovation. Organization Studies,
35(9): 1265–1285.

Damanpour, F., & Aravind, D. 2012. Managerial innovation: Conceptions, processes and antece-
dents. Management and Organization Review, 8(2): 423–454.

Dedahanov, A., Lee, D., Rhee, J., & Yoon, J. 2016. Entrepreneur’s paternalistic leadership style and
creativity. The mediating role of employee voice. Management Decision, 54(9): 2310–2324.

Delmestri, G., & Walgenbach, P. 2005. Mastering techniques or brokering knowledge? Middle man-
agers in Germany, Britain and Italy. Organization Studies, 26(2): 197–220.

Detert, J., & Burris, E. 2007. Leadership behavior and employee voice: Is the door really open?
Academy of Management Journal, 50(4): 869–884.

Donovan, M., O’Sullivan, M., Doyle, E., & Garvey, J. 2016. Employee voice and silence in auditing
firms. Employee Relations: The International Journal, 38(4): 563–577.

Dorfman, P., & Howell, J. 1988. Dimensions of national culture and effective leadership patterns:
Hofstede revisited. In E. McGound (Ed.), Advances in international comparative man-
agement: 127–50. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Dorfman, P., Javidan, M., Hanges, P., Dastmalchian, A., & House, R. 2012. GLOBE: A 20-year
journey into the intriguing world of culture and leadership. Journal of World Business,
47(4): 504–518.

Dundon, T., Wilkinson, A., Marchington, M., & Ackers, P. 2004. The meanings and purpose of
employee voice. International Journal of HumanResourceManagement, 15(6): 1150–71.

Dutta, S., Lanvin, B., & Wunsch-Vincent, S. 2017. The Global Innovation Index 2017.
Innovation feeding the world. Geneva: Ithaca.

Elsetouhi, A., Hamad, A., Nagm, A., & Elbaz, A. 2018. Perceived leader behavioral integrity and
employee voice in SMEs travel agents: The mediating role of empowering leader behaviors.
Tourism Management, 65: 100–115.

Fisher, R., Ferreira, M., VanMeurs, N., Gok, K., Jiang, D. Y., Fontaine, R. J., Harb, C., Cieciuch, J.,
Achoui, M., Mendoza, M. S. D., Hassan, A., Achmadi, D., Mogaji, A. A., & Abubakar, A. 2019.
Does organizational formalization facilitate voice and helping organizational citizenship beha-
viors? It depends on (national) uncertainty norms. Journal of International Business
Studies, 50: 125–134.

Frynas, J., Mol, M., & Mellahi, K. 2018. Management innovation made in China: Haier’s
Rendanheyi. California Management Review, 61(1): 71–93.

Gao, A., & Jiang, J. 2019. Perceived empowering leadership, harmonious passion, and voice: The
moderating role of job autonomy. Frontiers in Psychology, 10: 1484.

George, G., Corbishley, C., Khayesi, J., Haas, M., & Tihanyi, L. 2016. From the editors. Bringing
Africa in: Promising directions for management research. Academy of Management
Journal, 59(2): 377–393.

Glaser, L., Stam, W., & Takeychi, R. 2016. Managing the risks of proactivity: Multilevel study of
initiative and performance in the middle management context. Academy of Management
Journal, 59(4): 1339–1360.

Grabo, A., Spisak, B., & van Vugt, M. 2017. Charisma as signal. An evolutionary perspective on cha-
rismatic leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 28(4): 473–485.

Guzman, F., & Espejo, A. 2019. Introducing changes at work. How voice behavior relates to man-
agement innovation. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 40(1): 73–90.

Hamel, G. 2006. The why, what and how of management innovation.Harvard Business Review,
84(6): 72–84.

127Management Innovation and Middle Managers

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


Hassi, A. 2016. Human resource management in Morocco. In P. Budhwar, & K. Mellahi (Eds.),
Handbook of human resource management in the Middle East: 244–260.
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Hassi, A. 2019. Empowering leadership and management innovation in the hospitality industry
context. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 31(4):
1785–1800.

Hayes, A. 2013. Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process ana-
lysis: A regression-based approach. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Hayes, A., & Matthes, J. 2009. Computational procedures for probing interactions in OLS and logistic
regression: SPSS and SAS implementations. Behavior Research Methods, 41(3): 924–936.

Hervas-Oliver, J., Ripoll-Sempere, F., & Moll, C. 2016. Does management innovation pay-off in
SMEs? Empirical evidence for Spanish SMEs. Small Business Economy, 47(2): 507–533.

Heyden, M., Sidhu, J., & Volberda, H. 2018. The conjoint influence of top and middle management
characteristics on management innovation. Journal of Management, 44(4): 1505–1529.

Hofstede, G. 1980. Culture’s consequences: International differences in work related
values. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Hu, L., & Bentler, P. 1999. Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis:
Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Structural Equation Modeling: A
Multidisciplinary Journal, 6(1): 1–55.

Hughes, D., Lee, A., Tian, A., Newman, A., & Legood, A. 2018. Leadership, creativity, and innovation:
A critical review and practical recommendations. Leadership Quarterly, 29(5): 549–569.

Huy, Q. 2001. In praise of middle managers. Harvard Business Review, 79(8): 72–79.
Jung, D., Chow, C., & Wu, A. 2003. The role of transformational leadership in enhancing organiza-

tional innovation. Leadership Quarterly, 14(4/5): 525–544.
Kline, R. 2010. Promise and pitfalls of structural equation modeling in gifted research. In B.

Thompson (Ed.), Methodologies for conducting research on giftedness: 147–
169. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Kline, R. 2015. Principles and practice of structural equation modeling. New York:
Guilford Press.

Kock, N. 2015. Common method bias in PLS-SEM. International Journal of E-Collaboration,
11(4): 1–10.

Lee, A., Willis, S., & Tian, A. 2018. Empowering leadership: A meta-analytic examination of incre-
mental contribution, mediation, and moderation. Journal of Organizational Behavior,
39(1): 306–325.

Lee, A., Legood, A., Hughes, D., Tian, A., Newman, A., & Knight, C. 2020. Leadership, creativity,
and innovation: A meta-analytic review. European Journal of Work and Organizational
Psychology, 29(1): 1–35.

Li, Y., & Sun, J. 2015. Traditional Chinese leadership and employee voice behavior: A cross-level
examination. Leadership Quarterly, 26(2): 172–189.

Liang, J., Fahr, C., & Fahr, J. 2012. Psychological antecedents of promotive and prohibitive voice.
Academy of Management Journal, 55(1): 71–92.

Lorinkova, N., Pearsall, M., & Sims, H. 2013. Examining the differential longitudinal performance of
directive versus empowering leadership in teams. Academy of Management Journal, 56(2):
573–596.

Marion, R., & Uhl-Bien, M. 2001. Leadership in complex organizations. Leadership Quarterly,
12(4): 389–418.

Markus, H., & Kitayama, S. 1991. Culture and the self: Implications for cognitions, emotions, and
motivation. Psychological Review, 98(2): 224–52.

Meindl, J. 1995. The romance of leadership as a follower-centric theory: A social constructionist
approach. Leadership Quarterly, 6(3): 329–341.

Mol, M., & Birkinshaw, J. 2009. The sources of management innovation: When firm introduce new
management practice. Journal of Business Research, 62(12): 1269–1280.

Morrison, E. 2011. Employee voice behavior: Integration and directions for future research.
Academy of Management Annals, 5(1): 373–412.

OECD. 2005. The measurement of scientific and technological activities. Oslo manual,
3rd ed. Paris: OECD EUROSTAT.

Pearce, J., II., & Robinson, R. B., Jr 1987. A measure of CEO social power in strategic decision-
making. Strategic Management Journal, 8(3): 297–304.

128 S. Rohlfer et al.

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


Podsakoff, P., MacKenzie, S., Lee, J., & Podsakoff, N. 2003. Common method biases in behavioral
research. Journal of Applied Psychology, 88(5): 879–903.

Preacher, K., Rucker, D., & Hayes, A. 2007. Addressing moderated mediation hypotheses: Theory,
methods, and prescriptions. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 42(1): 185–227.

Satorra, A., & Bentler, P. 1994. Corrections to test statistics and standard errors in covariance struc-
ture analysis. In A. von Eye, & C. Clogg (Eds.), Latent variables analysis: Applications
for developmental research: 399–419. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Schaubroeck, J., Lam, S., & Cha, S. 2007. Embracing transformational leadership: Team values and
the impact of leader behavior on team performance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 92(4):
1020–1030.

Sharma, P., & Kirkman, B. 2015. Leveraging leaders: A literature review and future lines of inquiry
for empowering leadership research.Group &OrganizationManagement, 40(2): 193–237.

Spence, M. 1973. Job market signaling. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 87(3): 355–374.
StataCorp. 2019. Stata Statistical Software: Release 16. College Station, TX: StataCorp LLC.
Su, S., & Baird, K. 2018. The role of leaders in generating management innovation. International

Journal of Human Resource Management, 29(9): 2758–2779.
Thomas, D., Au, K., & Ravlin, E. C. 2003. Cultural variation and the psychological contract.

Journal of Organizational Behavior, 24(SI): 451–471.
Triandis, H., Bontempo, R., Villareal, M., Asai, M., & Lucca, N. 1988. Individualism and collectiv-

ism: Cross-cultural perspectives on self-in-group relationships. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 54(2): 323–38.

Uhlaner, L., van Stel, A., Duplat, V., & Zhou, H. 2013. Disentangling the effects of organizational
capabilities, innovation and firm size on SME sales growth. Small Business Economics, 41
(3): 581–607.

Vaccaro, I. G., Jansen, J., Van den Bosch, F., & Volberda, H. 2012. Management innovation and
leadership: The moderating role of organizational size. Journal of Management Studies,
49(1): 28–51.

Van Dyne, L., & LePine, J. 1998. Helping and voice extra-role behaviors: Evidence of construct and
predictive validity. Academy of Management Journal, 41(1): 108–119.

Van Puyenbroeck, S., Stouten, J., Hofmans, J., Van Meervelt, K., & Vande Broek, G. 2020.
Characterizing positive and negative ‘voicers’ in elite sport teams. Psychology of Sport &
Exercise, 48: 101648.

Volberda, H., Van den Bosch, F., & Heij, C. 2013. Management innovation: Management as fertile
ground for innovation. European Management Review, 10(1): 1–15.

Wagner, J., III. 1995. Studies of individualism-collectivism: Effects on cooperation in groups.
Journal of Management, 38(1): 152–172.

Walters, G. 2019. Why are mediation effects so small? International Journal of Social Research
Methodology, 22(2): 219–232.

Walumbwa, F. O., Avolio, B., & Aryee, S. 2011. Leadership and management research in Africa:
A synthesis and suggestions for future research. Journal of Occupational and
Organizational Psychology, 84(3): 425–439.

Woolridge, B., Schmid, T., & Floyd, S. 2008. The middle management perspective on strategy
process: Contributions, synthesis and future research. Journal of Management, 34(6):
1190–1221.

World Economic Forum. 2017. The Global Human Capital Report 2017. Preparing people
for the future. Geneva: World Economic Forum.

Xu, M., Qin, X., Dust, S., & DiRenzo, M. 2019. Supervisor-subordinate proactive personality
congruence and psychological safety: A signaling theory approach to employee voice behavior.
Leadership Quarterly, 30(4): 440–453.

Yammarino, F., Dionne, S., Chun, J., & Dansereau, F. 2005. Leadership and levels of analysis:
A state-of-the-science review. Leadership Quarterly, 16(6): 879–919.

Yang, J., Zhang, Z., & Tsui, A. 2010. Middle manager leadership and frontline employee perform-
ance: Bypass, cascading and moderating effects. Journal of Management Studies, 47(4):
654–678.

Zhang, Z., & Bartol, K. 2010. Linking empowering leadership and employee creativity: The influence
of psychological empowerment, intrinsic motivation, and creative process engagement. Academy
of Management Journal, 53(1): 107–128.

129Management Innovation and Middle Managers

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48


Sylvia Rohlfer (srohlfer@cunef.edu) is Associate Professor of Management at
CUNEF University, Spain. Her research focuses on human resource contribu-
tions to firm innovation, strategic orientations in human resource management,
and SME performance. She has led national and internationally funded
research projects and her research has been published in international
academic journals such as Journal of Business Ethics, Relacions Industrielles/

Industrial Relations, Chinese Management Studies, Sustainability, among others.
Abderrahman Hassi (a.hassi@aui.ma) is Associate Professor of Management
at Al Akhawayn University, Morocco. His primary research interests include
leadership, innovation management, cross-cultural management, and case
study method. He is the Editor-in-Chief of the MENA Journal of Cross-Cultural

Management (MJCCM). He is the winner of several international awards in aca-
demic research.
Simon Jebsen (simonf@sam.sdu.dk) is Associate Professor for Management at
the Department of Entrepreneurship and Relationship Management at the
University of Southern Denmark (Sønderborg), Denmark. His research is
focused on human resource management, employee involvement, and organ-
isational sustainability. He is Editor-in-Chief of the Interdisciplinary Journal

Management Revue – Socio-Economic Studies and coordinator of the Horizon2020-
MSCA-RISE project ‘Entrepreneurial Management for Fostering Innovation
and Talents’ (EM4FIT).

Manuscript received: October 14, 2019
Final version accepted: May 13, 2021 (number of revisions – 5)

130 S. Rohlfer et al.

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The International Association for
Chinese Management Research

https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:srohlfer@cunef.edu
mailto:a.hassi@aui.ma
mailto:simonf@sam.sdu.dk
https://doi.org/10.1017/mor.2021.48

	Management Innovation and Middle Managers: The Role of Empowering Leadership, Voice, and Collectivist Orientation
	INTRODUCTION
	THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES
	Management Innovation, Empowering Leadership Behavior, and Middle Managers Voice
	The Moderating Role of Middle Managers Collectivist Orientation

	METHODS
	Sample and Procedures
	Measures
	Empowering leadership
	Voice behavior
	Management innovation
	Collectivist orientation


	RESULTS
	Descriptive Statistics
	Confirmatory Factor Analyses
	Hypotheses Testing

	DISCUSSION
	Theoretical Implications
	Managerial Implications
	Limitations and Future Research Directions

	Management Innovation
	CEO's Empowering Leadership Behavior
	Middle Manager's Voice Behavior
	Middle Manager's Collectivism Orientation
	REFERENCES


