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Abstract 
It is the foundation to establish sustainable competition for enterprises that keep the ability to 
create and apply knowledge. As the value of knowledge is mainly instantiated in tacit knowledge, 
it is important for enterprises to increase the amount of tacit knowledge and apply it. Mentoring is 
one of typical models to implement knowledge socialization, which is given serious attention by 
scholars and entrepreneur. However, there is less research that takes cultural values into account 
when we discuss mentoring. Whether cultural values do influence the effect of implementing 
mentoring? In different countries, should we adjust measures to local conditions when enterprises 
implement mentoring? In the research, we theoretically discussed the relationship among mentor-
ing, power distance orientation and innovative behavior, in which we also took psychological 
safety into account. Research results have indicated that mentoring is positively related to innova-
tion behavior, in which perceived psychological safety plays a mediating role and power distance 
orientation plays a regulating role. What’ more, protégés’ power distance moderates the positive 
relationship between mentoring and innovation behavior in such a way that the relationship will 
be stronger for protégés who are lower rather than higher in power distance. 
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1. Introduction 
Knowledge is the foundation to innovation, and innovation is a motivation to development [1]. Knowledge 
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sharing among employees could improve innovation behavior [2]. As knowledge is the foundation of competi-
tive advantage and expert power, people agree with the idea that knowledge is an exclusive domain and 
wouldn’t want to share. There is a degree of difficulty to require employees to share knowledge. Based on 
commonly classification of knowledge, knowledge can be divided into explicit knowledge and tacit knowledge. 
Compared with explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge is more implicit, more personalized and difficult to imitate, 
which is more important to build core competitiveness [3]. According to The Knowledge-Creating Company, 
which was completed by Nonaka and Takeuchi in 1995, there are four models to transfer explicit knowledge and 
tacit knowledge, such as combination, internalization, externalization and socialization.  

Mentoring is one of typical models to implement knowledge socialization, which is given serious attention by 
scholars and entrepreneurs. In western countries, enterprises use mentoring as a way to train new employees. 
More and more scholars become focused on the related problems of mentoring [4]. Other researches have shown 
that it is useful to improve employees’ skills, performance and reduce staff turnover to implement mentoring. At 
the same time, mentor brings up protégé, which would help mentor get respect and identification from organiza-
tions, and would help them build their own social network. In general, mentors and protégés could get im-
provement through mentoring [5]. However, some enterprises in Asian such as China, mentoring does not play 
its expected effect. In China, some people agree with that the church disciples, starved master, so some mentor 
would not like to share knowledge with their protégés, which makes some enterprises in China ignore even had 
to give up mentoring [6]. 

Until now, most of the researches of mentoring are used western samples. It is doubt whether some existent 
researches would not be available in other culture scenes [7]. Previous researches mostly focused on how men-
toring directly impacts on employees’ performance and ignores to discuss its internal mechanism [8]. What’s 
more, previous researches mostly focused on mentoring would improve employees’ skills and help them success, 
and ignore to discuss mentoring would affect other behavior [9]. For example, by doing literature research in 
CNKI, we could only find 38 relevant researches about mentoring and most of them use qualitative research me-
thod, in which only five papers have done the empirical study [10]-[14]. Other scholars have done the research 
from the perspectives of mentor, protégés and organization, to find the main factors which would influence know-
ledge sharing between mentor and protégés, and try to discuss how the organization reward and mentor perso-
nality effect in the mentoring [15]. Whether cultural values do influence the effect of implementing mentoring? 
In different countries, should we adjust measures to local conditions when enterprises implement mentoring? 

Other studies about mentoring and innovation behavior have shown that mentoring would be positive to share 
tacit knowledge, which is beneficial to improve creation in research [12]. However, theses researches are doing 
in western countries, which make people confused whether it would be available in other culture. Therefore, it is 
necessary to take culture variable into account. 

In the research, we would analyze the relationship among mentoring, innovation behavior and psychological 
safety, in order to explain the mechanism between mentoring and innovation behavior. The atmosphere of psy-
chological safety could promote employees to create. When employees feel psychological safety, they would be 
more willing to collect information and adopt new approaches to deal with problems. But there are less of re-
searches discussing the relationship between mentoring and innovation behavior from the perspective of psy-
chological safety. 

Last but not least, many studies have shown that the difference in culture not only shows at the level of coun-
try and social, but also shows in the individual level. It means that different individuals in the same country may 
have different orientation in power distance [14], which would influence employees’ attitude, cognition and be-
havior. Based on existing researches, we try to analyze how power distance plays its role in the relationship be-
tween mentoring and innovation behavior. 

In short, we theoretically discussed the relationship among perceptions of mentor roles, power distance orien-
tation and innovative behavior, in which we took psychological safety into account to analyze the relationship 
among the four variables. 

2. Method 
In order to achieve the objection of the research, we mainly use literature research method to do the study. Lite-
rature research mainly refers to do the research by collecting identifying the reorganizing existing literature, and 
then come up with a scientific cognition of the research topic. There are two aspects of the value of the literature 
research. One is that we can get new argument, new research perspective and new idea through doing the litera-
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ture research. The other is that we can get revelation and evidence for our view from the previous researches. In 
our study, we use literature method to collect relative previous research results, and then come up with the idea 
that power distance orientation as a regulated variable may influence the relationship between mentoring and 
innovation behavior. At the same time, we take psychological safety into account, in order to analyze the rela-
tionship among mentoring, innovation behavior and power distance orientation better. 

3. Research Model and Hypotheses Development 
3.1. Mentoring and Protégés’ Innovation Behavior 
Mentoring can be defined as a close interpersonal relationship between the senior managers or colleagues (men-
tor) and junior members or colleagues (protégés). Mentors provide three main functions, which include voca-
tional support, role modeling and social support. The goal to provide vocational support is to improve protégés’ 
skills for career development by providing sponsorship, exposure chances, coaching, protection and challenging 
assignments. The goal to provide social support is to improve protégés’ competency and confidence by provid-
ing acceptance, counseling and friendship. Role modeling means that protégés imitate the behavior, skills and 
attitudes of mentors shown, and protégés learn how to deal with tasks and get confidence.  

Innovation behavior can be defined that members in the organization put his new ideas about products, ser-
vice and process into practice. Mentoring that is one of typical models to implement knowledge socialization 
could helpful to share tacit knowledge [12]. We do the analysis from these three functions. Firstly, if the mentor 
provides vocational support, protégés learn tacit knowledge from mentors by doing the challenging assignments 
or learning arranged by mentors. Knowledge sharing has a promote effect on innovation behavior [16]. Secondly, 
if the mentor provides social support, protégés perceive that they are cared and focused by mentors, which 
would help protégés feel psychological safety, realize the meaning of work and get confidence. As results, 
protégés get a high intrinsic motivation and willing to innovate [17]. Thirdly, if the mentor provide role model-
ing, protégés can be motivate by mentors’ hard-working and innovation behavior, which promote protégés im-
itate mentors to work hard and think more new ideas and put it into practice [18]. Based on the analysis above, 
we put forward the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Mentoring is positively related to protégés’ innovation behavior. 

3.2. Mentoring and Protégés’ Psychological Safety 
Kahn (1990) defined that psychological safety is a feeling of competence that member could show his image, 
position and career. Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) defined psychological safety once again that psycholog-
ical safety is a common faith in a team, which means try to risk would be safe in the team [18]. In an environ-
ment that member feel psychological safety, members would not worry about punishment if they try to express a 
new idea, so members are more willing to think and express their new ideas, and even try their best to come up 
with creative ideas. Mentoring is helpful to increase protégés’ psychological safety [19]. We do the analysis 
from these three functions. Firstly, if mentors provide vocational support, mentors will improve protégés’ skills 
by teaching, which would reduce the possibility that protégés make mistakes [20]. What’s more, mentor will ar-
range some challenging tasks for protégés and observe their performance. Based on their behavior, mentor will 
provide training and suggestions further, but not blame and punishment, which would improve protégés’ skills 
and make protégés feel that it is safe to make mistakes. Secondly, if mentors provide social support, the rela-
tionship between mentors and protégés would trust each other and friendly, which makes protégés more confi-
dent to face risk. When mentors provide social support, protégés will feel psychological safety and more willing 
to inquire, try and express his own ideas. Thirdly, if mentors provide role modeling, protégés will be more posi-
tive even that he makes a mistake, as protégés could get power form their mentors and believe they can do it 
well. Other studies have shown that supportive and coaching leaders is positively related to members’ psycho-
logical safety. Based on the analysis above, we put forward the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: Mentoring is positively related to protégés’ psychological safety. 

3.3. The Mediating Role of Psychological Safety 

Before employees decide whether to take an action or mark a decision, employees will weigh whether their de-
cision would bring risk depent on the atmosphere in the organization. If employees think their trial would make 
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them into risk, they would not do that [21]. For example, when a member came up with a new idea about prod-
uct optimal design and before express the idea, he would judge whether his decision would affect his interper-
sonal relationship. If there is risk to share new ideas, he would not do that. It means members are more willing 
to create and express when they feel psychological safety. What’s more, if members feel it is risk to innovate, 
they would be lazy to learn new skills, in which they have an idea that only operate and product by keeping the 
original state. Employees are more willing to come up with new ideas, express new ideas and create if they feel 
psychological safety. Based on the research done by Baer and Frese (2003), the atmosphere of psychological 
safety is positively related to innovation behavior [22]. Other studies have shown that the atmosphere of organi-
zation and team to make members feel psychological safety could promote members to create. Based on the 
analysis above, we put forward the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: While employees feel psychological safety, employees would be more to innovate. 
Other studies have shown that psychological safety could be a mediated variable to discuss innovation beha-

vior. Wong, A. et al. (2010) have done a research and found that psychological safety plays a mediating effect in 
the relationship between leadership values and learning [23]. Post, C (2012) have done a research and found that 
psychological safety plays a mediating role in the relationship between deep-level team composition and inno-
vation [24]. Lettieri, E. et al. (2012) have done a research and found that psychological safety plays a mediating 
role in the relationship between enacting risk-taking behavior and innovation [25]. Chen, C. et al. (2014) have 
done a research and found that psychological safety plays a mediating role in the relationship between formal 
mentoring and employees’ attitude [26]. Mentor provides vocational support, role modeling and social support, 
which could improve protégés’ skills and protect protégés when protégés make mistakes to a certain extent. 
These would make protégés feel psychological safety, which makes protégés more willing to come up with new 
ideas and express new ideas. Based on the analysis above, we put forward the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: Psychological safety plays a mediating role in the relationship between mentoring and innova-
tion behavior. 

3.4. The Moderating Role of Protégés’ Power Distance Orientation 
To countries, power distance can be thought as a cultural context factor when doing researches [27]. To indi-
vidual, power distance could be defined as the degree of acceptance when power distribute inequality in the or-
ganization [28]. Other studies have shown that power distance orientation would influence individual’s attitude, 
cognition and behavior [29]. People with high power distance orientation would accept more social distance, 
more respect and be loyalty to authority. 

According to cognitive appraisal theory, personal traits such as values would affect one’s cognitive appraisal 
and affect one’s behavior [30]. Many scholars focus on distance power. Though Hofstede the Dutch psycholo-
gist came up with the concept of cultural values which was based on the level of country and society, other stu-
dies have shown that the differences of cultural values also reflect on the level of individual. People come from 
the same country would have different cultural values [31]. As one aspect of cultural values, power distance 
orientation means the degree in which people would accept if feel unfair. Other studies have shown that power 
distance orientation would affect employees’ attitude. Lin, W. et al. (2013) have done a research and found that 
power distance orientation plays a moderating effect in the relationship between abusive supervision and em-
ployee well-being [32]. Winkler, E. et al. (2014) have done a research and found that power distance orientation 
plays a moderating effect in leader behavior and subordinates’ well-being [33]. In the research, we choose pow-
er distance orientation as moderated variable, as power distance orientation has closer collective with mentoring 
than other cultural values such as individual/collective [29]. At the same time, some scholars also focus on the 
characteristics of the power distance between mentors and protégés [34]. 

To people with high power distance orientation, people would show more respect, dependence and loyalty to 
authority, which prefer the leader style that leaders directly tell them how to do, but not for giving their chances 
to try or think by themselves [14]. In general, mentoring provide support and coaching, which aims to improve 
protégés’ skills , so mentors prefer to challenge tasks and do not tell how to do directly [9]. In the case, protégés 
of high power distance orientation will be confused and disturbed because that they do not make sure how to do, 
so protégés will not feel psychological safety. On the contrary, protégés of low power distance orientation prefer 
to have more chances to try and do by their own way. In the case, mentor provide more challenge task for 
protégés to finish and guide them when they make mistakes, in which protégés feel psychological safety and 
more willing to express new ideas. 



X. W. He, X. Zhang 
 

 
254 

Vocational support
Social support

Role modeling

Mentoring

Psychological safety Innovation Behavior

Protégés’ power distance

  
Figure 1. The researching framework among mentoring, innovation behavior, psychological safety 
and power distance orientation.                                                                   

 
Hypothesis 5: Protégés’ power distance moderates the positive relationship between mentoring and innova-

tion behavior in such a way that the relationship will be stronger for protégés who are lower rather than higher in 
power distance. 

4. The Framework for Research 
Based on the analysis of precious researches, we put forward the researching framework among mentoring, in-
novation behavior, psychological safety and power distance orientation. As we can see in Figure 1, we put for-
ward five hypothesizes in the research, which are 1) Mentoring is positively related to protégés’ innovation be-
havior. 2) Mentoring is positively related to protégés’ psychological safety. 3) While employees feel psycholog-
ical safety, employees would be more to innovate. 4) Psychological safety plays a mediating role in the rela-
tionship between mentoring and innovation behavior. 5) Protégés’ power distance moderates the positive rela-
tionship between mentoring and innovation behavior in such a way that the relationship will be stronger for 
protégés who are lower rather than higher in power distance. 

5. Conclusion 
Knowledge is the foundation to innovation, and innovation is motivation to develop. As the value of knowledge 
is mainly instantiated in tacit knowledge, it is important for enterprises to increase the amount of tacit know-
ledge and apply it. Mentoring is one of typical models to implement knowledge socialization, which is given se-
rious attention by scholars and entrepreneur. However, most of the researches of mentoring are used western 
samples. It is doubt whether some existent researches would not be available in other culture scenes. In the re-
search, we mainly use literature research method to do the study. Research results have indicated that mentoring 
is positively related to innovation behavior, in which perceived psychological safety plays a mediating role and 
power distance orientation plays a regulating role. What’ more, protégés’ power distance moderates the positive 
relationship between mentoring and innovation behavior in such a way that the relationship will be stronger for 
protégés who are lower rather than higher in power distance. If all these hypotheses are true, enterprises imple-
ment mentoring in different cultural country, should adjust measures to local conditions. For example, for an IT 
company in China, if the company implements mentoring in order to encourage employees to share knowledge 
and innovate, it should choose the protégés of low power distance orientation, who prefers to this kind of man-
agement style. By learning from mentors, protégés feel psychological safety and are more willing to come up 
with new ideas and express their ideas. At the same time, the companies would create a freedom atmosphere by 
adjusting management system, in which employees feel that is safe to make risk and more willing to innovate. 
What’s more, enterprises arrange training and coaching should take employees’ power distance orientation into 
account, and different people may be suitable for different training style and leader style. At last, the limitation 
of the paper is without using empirical research method to verify hypothesis, and we will do that in the future. 
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