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Abstract The relationship between empowering leadership behavior and employee performance has attracted much attention these years. However,
prior research has shown mixed findings concerning the relationship between the two variables, that both positive relationship and negative relationship
have been found empirically. This may yield the potential of a moderating effect. To further clarify their relationship, this study elucidated a curvilinear
relationship between empowering leadership behavior and task performance. Drawing on the cost of task autonomy and self-determination theory,
we examined a potentially inverted U-shaped relationship between empowering leadership behavior and employee’s task performance, as well as the
mediation effect of sense of self-determination in the relationship in the context of Chinese organizations.

Data was collected from 550 full-time employees and their immediate supervisors from China. 478 matched dyads were available, yielding
an effective valid data percentage of 86.91%. Among the variables, empowering leadership behavior, sense of self-determination and demographic
variables were collected from employees, while task performance was gathered from their immediate supervisors. Following prior studies, we
controlled employees’ gender, age, education and dyadic tenure with their leaders to rule out alternative explanations. Correlation analysis, confirmative
factor analysis, hierarchical regression modeling and bootstrapping analysis were used to test the hypotheses. We adopted SPSS 21 and Mplus7.0
software to do the analysis.

Consistent with our hypotheses, regression results revealed that: (1) Empowering leadership behavior had an inverted U-shaped relationship with
task performance, such that the relationship was positive for low to moderate levels of empowering leadership behavior, and negative for moderate
to high levels of empowering leadership behavior. (2) Empowering leadership behavior had a positive relationship with sense of self-determination.
(3) Sense of self-determination had an inverted U-shaped relationship with task performance. (4) The relationship between empowering leadership
behavior and task performance was mediated by sense of self-determination. These results highlighted the “too-much-of-a-good-thing” effect (TMGT
effect) of empowering leadership, as the positive relationship of empowering leadership behavior and task performance reached an inflection point at
which the relationship became negative, through facilitating sense of self-determination.

The current study provides several theoretical contributions. First, this study investigates the relationship between empowering leadership
behavior and task performance, which extends the literature of TMGT effect in the field of organizational behavior. Furthermore, we clarify the reason
why empowering leadership behavior has a U-shaped relationship with task performance. Although a few studies have shed light on the non-linear
relationship, to our knowledge, we are the first to empirically examine the mechanism underlying the non-linear relationship. Meanwhile, this study
also offers managerial implications that both excessive and defective power sharing will be detrimental to employees’ task performance. Therefore,
managers should apply empowerment at a reasonable level in order to avoid the negative outcomes.

This study has several limitations and might be improved in future studies. First, the present study is cross-sectional, which restricts the casual
inferences. Future studies could further explore the relationship through longitudinal research design. Second, alternative underlying mechanisms
can be further investigated since sense of self-determination serves as a partial mediator. Moreover, future studies can explore potential boundary
conditions for the relationship between empowering leadership behavior and task performance.

Key words empowering leadership, sense of self-determination, task performance, too-much-of-a-good-thing effect



