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Abstract

Team psychological empowerment refers to the collective cognition which team members emerge
from the state that how their teams have been empowered. More empowered teams tend to per-
form better than the less empowered teams, especially on the innovation behavior and creative
outcome. This paper presents the connotation and measurement methods of team psychological
empowerment, and then summarizes and discusses the influencing factors and mechanism to in-
novation performance of organizations. Finally, a brief outlook for the future research has been
conducted.
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1. Introduction

Creative talents play the key role in the industry reform and upgrading, and psychological empowerment, which
is considered as the inherent motivation that can drive the creativity and innovational behavior of employees,
will cultivate the needed creative talents in companies effectively. Therefore, how to improve the perception of
psychological empowerment of crucial employees has attracted wide concern in the academic and enterprise
field. Numerous studies suggest that psychological empowerment has significant impact on the innovation and
performance of organizations [1]-[4], customer service level and employees’ satisfaction [5]. High psychologi-
cally empowered teams tend to outcome better innovation performance than the low psychologically empowered
teams, especially in higher organization innovation climate and creative ability [6]-[9].

The aim of the paper is to sort out the connotation, dimension and measurement methods of team psychologi-
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cal empowerment, then examine and conclude the influencing factors and mechanism to innovation performance
of team psychological empowerment; finally, a brief outlook for the future research has been conducted.

2. The Connotation and Dimension of Team Psychological Empowerment

Empowerment originates from the separation of powers that managers delegate to their subordinates. This
means that leaders empower rights to the employees by delegating the decision-making power, implementing
job enrichment and transforming more available and helpful information and resources to the gross root em-
ployees. The prior study mainly focused on the leadership behavior of managers who empower to subordinates.
Gradually, with further research in empowerment, scholars started to concern the perception of empowerment in
the employees, thus the concept of psychological empowerment appeared. Thomas & Velthouse (1990) believed
that individual psychological empowerment as the intrinsic task motivation, which was motivated by the supe-
riors to the self-efficiency of the subordinates, could reduce the sense of non-power from the subordinates and
improve their performance. Besides, individual psychological empowerment was not the single dimensional
concept that people perceived previously, but was a model that was made up of four multi-dimensional aspects,
including impact, competence, meaning and self-determination. Impact is the degree to which an individual can
influence strategic, administrative, or operating outcomes at work. Competence is an individual’s belief in his or
her capability to perform activities with skill. Meaning is the value of a work goal or purpose, judged in relation
to an individual’s own ideals or standards. Self-determination is an individual’s sense of having choices in in-
itiating and regulating actions [3] [10].

With extensive studies of individual psychological empowerment, team psychological empowerment has
drawn public attention. Comparing with the individual psychological empowerment that only focuses on the
self-empowered degree, Kirkman & Rosen (1997) argued that team psychological empowerment was the collec-
tive cognition that team members respond to their stay environment [6]. The connotation of team psychological
empowerment mainly has two perspectives: two-dimension perspective and four-dimension perspective.

The two-dimension perspective suggests that team psychological empowerment involves empowered author-
ity and related responsibility. Superiors will distribute work tasks to the teams that have self-determination, and
the teams should take related responsibility collectively, accepting the decision outcomes and solving their own
problems [11]-[13]. This structure mainly laid emphasis on two aspects: delegated power and team responsibility.

The four-dimension perspective is the extension of individual psychological empowerment proposed by
Thomas & Velthouse (1990). Like individual psychological empowerment, team psychological empowerment
includes four aspects as well: team potency, team meaningfulness, team autonomy and team impact. These di-
mensions are not only related to each other, but also different from each other. The four-dimension perspective
is more micro and focuses on the sense of psychology and perception of empowered employees.

The above two definitions of team psychological empowerment both emphasize team autonomy and collec-
tive perception, but Kirkman’s concept is more completed and spercific. Except for the collective perceived
cognition level, it also involves the importance of team tasks and team impact. Therefore, the four-dimension
perspective has higher recognition, and most studies adopt this connotation in their papers [14]-[16].

3. The Measurement of Team Psychological Empowerment

The earliest team psychological empowerment scale was developed by Kirkman & Rosen (1999). The scale in-
cluded four dimensions: team potency, team meaningfulness, team autonomy and team impact. Team potency is
the collective belief of a team that it can be effective; Team meaningfulness refers to a team’s experiencing its
tasks as important, valuable and worthwhile. Team autonomy is the degree to which team members experience
substantial freedom, independence and discretion in their work. Team impact means a team produces work that
is significant and important for an organization. There are 26 items in this scale, and the factor analysis suggests
that all these four dimensions have high factor loads, which can account for 92% variance. The Cronbach’s « of
the whole scale reaches to 0.96 [7]. Afterwards, the scale was adopted by scholar Kirkman & Shapiro (2001)
[17], Proenca (2007) [18] and so on.

Since several items in each dimension of this team psychological empowerment scale have high correlation
[17], Kirkman et al. (2004) shorten the original scale to become more briefly and apply in more contexts, from
26 items to 12 items. The abbreviated scale suggests that it has better convergent validity and discriminant va-
lidity through analysis of variance and examination of ICC. The Cronbach’s a of the whole scale is 0.93 [8].
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Afterwards, Somech (2005) [19], Chen et al. (2007) [14] and Zhang & Begely (2011) [20] applied this abbre-
viated team psychological empowerment scale in their research.

As the psychological empowerment study boomed in china, Wang et al. (2012) developed team psychological
empowerment in Chinese context. His research combined the methods of open-ended questionnaire survey,
structure interview, explorative and confirmative factor analysis, and discovered that Chinese team psychologi-
cal empowerment scale was two-dimension structure—task-oriented empowered experience and competence-
oriented experience. Apart from the four dimensions of team psychological empowerment in western study, he
argued that competence-oriented experience of team psychological empowerment in Chinese context referred to
job skills, problem solving, knowledge acquirement and knowledge application, while the task-oriented empo-
wered experience also included the extent that team members concerned their team tasks. It is suggested that the
scale has high structure validity, criterion related validity, content validity and discriminative validity as well as
good reliability, with as much as 0.903 Cronbach a [21].

4. The Influencing Factors of Team Psychological Empowerment

The literature study discovers that the influencing factors of team psychological empowerment can be classified
two characters—team external character and team internal character. The team external character involves ex-
ternal team leader behavior, organization character and national culture, while the team internal character in-
volves job task character and team character.

4.1. Team External Character

According to the definition by Kirkman & Rosen (1997), external team leader behavior refers to the leaders or
managers out of teams empowering team autonomy, asking for advice repeatedly when making organization de-
cision and enhancing team members’ individual sense of perceived control. This study chose 112 teams from
four formal organizations that had set up work teams as samples, and the structural equation analysis indicated
that external team leadership behavior and team-based human resources policies were positively related to team
psychological empowerment [7]. Besides, Seibert’s et al. (2011) [16] meta-analysis and Mathieu’s et al. (2006)
[12] and Chen’s et al. (2007) [14] studies also proved that both high performance management practice and pos-
itive leadership have positive impact on team psychological empowerment. Clearly, the high performance prac-
tice means that organization leaders share more information with teams, delegate authority to teams, encourage
team members to participate in group decision-making, conduct related training and set up team compensation
[16].

Organizational factor is another significant team external character of team psychological empowerment.
Empirical studies by Kirkman & Rosen (1997) have shown that organization social structure support (For in-
stance, have access to strategic information and work unit resources, have a high degree of inter-team coordina-
tion and communication, provide team members with materials and supportive resources) is positively related to
team psychological empowerment [7]. On the other hand, organizational structure type has a close relationship
with team psychological empowerment. The most two crucial organizational structure are decentralization and
formalization, specifically, decentralization describes the extent to which power or authority is either concen-
trated or shared, while formalization relates to the use of explicit rules, policies and procedures. Hempel et al.
(2012) used teams drawn from 94 Chinese high-technology companies and conducted the feasibility of team
psychological empowerment in Chinese context. The results showed that when organizations had high decentra-
lization level, even if decision making was delegated downward or not directly delegated to teams, team psy-
chological empowerment would enhance accordingly. Furthermore, the study also proved that team psychologi-
cal empowerment would enhance, as organizational level to which formalization is applied improved. However,
formalization of jobs and roles would reduce the sense of team psychological empowerment, because if forma-
lization that applies within the team by specifying job roles of individual team members will act to constrain the
team’s freedom of action within the boundaries of the team , and thus hindering the development of team psy-
chological empowerment [15].

Apart from that, national culture is also a key factor that will restrain team psychological empowerment.
Plenty of studies have proved that China is a high power-distance, low empowerment and high team cooperation
society. Zhang & Begley (2011) found that team psychological empowerment and team cooperation had no rela-
tionship in Chinese high power-distance organization, whereas team psychological empowerment was positively
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related to team cooperation in low power-distance organization context. This means that high power-distance
organization will hinder the perception of team psychological empowerment, while low power-distance organi-
zation will promote the awareness of team psychological empowerment and team cooperative actions [20].

4.2. Team Internal Character

Quite a few studies indicated that task characteristics have positive relation with team psychological empower-
ment [16] [22]. For instance, production/service responsibilities, which contain setting their own production or
service goals, making important decisions such as scheduling and production/service assignments, monitoring
and training for quality, handling customer issues and complaints, are common in most organizations. Moreover,
when distributing bigger challenging and more important job tasks to teams, team members will increase the
sense of meaningfulness of team tasks purposely and perceive more empowerment to make effort to work harder
to fulfill goals. But Mathieu et al. (2006) believed that there was no evident relationship between task characte-
ristics and team psychological empowerment [12]. This was mainly because the connotation of team psycholog-
ical empowerment in this study was previously discussed two-dimension structure, which focused on delegation
and responsibility, but excluded the content of job meaning and content of job characteristics, leading the insig-
nificant relationship conclusion between these two variables.

Chen et al. (2007) found that team interdependence presented a vital role in influencing different team em-
powerment levels. When there was more interaction between team members (high interdependence), the degree
of team psychological empowerment would increase as well. In contrast, low interdependent team tended to
have low degree of team psychological empowerment. Besides, Kirkman & Shapiro (2001) conducted empirical
study of team internal characters in self-management work teams and found that team assistance is negatively
related to team psychological empowerment [17].

5. Mechanism to Innovation Performance of Team Psychological Empowerment

Existed empirical studies suggested that team psychological empowerment showed different influencing degree
to innovation performance in individual level, team level and organizational levels.

Work teams are the most common teams in companies or organizations. Kirkman & Rosen (1997) studied this
kind of teams and suggested that high psychological empowered teams tended to perform higher individual
work initiatives and job satisfaction. To be more exactly, when the team has high team psychological empo-
werment, it will achieve their team’s goal with high self-determination, therefore, members in this team will ex-
perience high satisfaction and productivity as well [6]. For the study of nursing teams in medical organizations,
it is indicated that team psychological empowerment act as the role of mediator in the relationship that team
context and team atmosphere have positive impact on employees’ job satisfaction [18]. On the other hand, teams
for the need of teaching and scientific research that depend on mutual resources and knowledge to fulfill jobs are
more complicated in terms of team psychological empowerment toward individual performance. Somech (2005)
chose more than 2400 teachers in different schools and conducted the multi-level study of psychological empo-
werment between individual level and team level. The results showed that the interaction between individual
psychological empowerment and team psychological empowerment determines the degree of teachers’ profes-
sional commitment. Only when individual psychological empowerment is high and team psychological empo-
werment is low or individual psychological empowerment is low and team psychological empowerment is high,
will teachers’ professional commitment improve. What’s more, if teachers’ professional commitment is higher,
individual performance can be more satisfied [19].

Most of the consequences between team psychological empowerment and team performance conduct by me-
diating variables. Mathieu et al. (2006) pointed out that team process, which means how to settle team’s job
tasks, mediated the relationship between team psychological empowerment and team performance [12]. The
reason for this conclusion is that team members will plan and organize their own job sequence well, as well as
that coordinating self-action to practice better performance strategies in order to meet the team’s requirement.
The study of virtual teams by Kirkman et al. (2004) also proved the same conclusion. After studying the sales
and service teams in high technology organizations, it is concluded that team psychological empowerment will
affect customers’ satisfaction at first and then come to affect the team performance level. It is expected that high
perception of psychological empowerment teams will create higher performance level [8]. Further, Chen’s et al.
(2007) [14] multi-level study found that leadership climate had a positive impact on team performance through
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the mediation of team psychological empowerment, especially in high interdependent teams, the positive rela-
tionship become more significantly.

In the level of organizational performance, team psychological empowerment plays the mediating role as well.
The most important mediating variable is customers’ satisfaction. When teams have high psychological empo-
werment , this means that they can examine the reasons of unexpected occurred problems flexibly with autono-
my, and they also can respond to the needs and complaints from customers immediately, thereby increasing
customers’ satisfaction and enhancing organizational performance indirectly [7] [11] [16]. Mathieu et al. (2006)
investigated 452 employees and 121 work teams in high-tech organizations and showed that team process
played the full mediating role in the relationship that team psychological empowerment affected organizational
performance, in other words, team psychological empowerment influenced team process firstly and then influ-
enced the organizational performance [12].

What need to pay attention to is a crucial mediating variable in the relationship between team psychological
empowerment and organizational performance—creativity. Innovation is made up of one important part of or-
ganizational performance evaluation. Since people who want to innovate need strong intrinsic motivation, so
innovation is considered as the bridge in the relationship between team psychological empowerment. Gilson &
Shalley (2004) revealed that when employees realize the value and meaning of their jobs, it is likely that they
will increase their creative outcomes. These employees will make more effort to search all kinds of resources to
solve problems actively and respond to information promptly after integrating all the methods, resulting in im-
proving employees’ performance directly [23]. Zhang & Bartol (2010) also found that the higher intrinsic moti-
vation was, the higher creativity level would be, as well as higher organizational operative productivity and or-
ganizational profitability. This means that higher team psychological empowerment is beneficial to organiza-
tional performance level [4]. According to component model of creativity by Amabile (1996) [2], if individual
has the self-determination and control power in his own work, the experiencing of sense of autonomy will moti-
vate employees to adopt more new tentative methods to achieve their job goal. In particular, psychological em-
powerment shows stronger influence on organizational innovation in team level. Thus, the contribution from
team psychological empowerment to team or organizational performance normally transmits by creative factors.

Overall, several empirical studies of a variety of teams and organizations have proved that the mechanism to
innovation performance of team psychological empowerment. As the new age of technology reform is coming,
the future studies should give priority to the collaborative innovation teams in cross-industries and cross-organi-
zations, and add consequences such as innovation barrier to conduct further examinations.

6. Conclusions and Research Directions

The concluded framework can be seen in Figure 1. It is noticeable that the studies on influencing factors and
mechanism to performance of team psychological empowerment has achieved abundant outcomes, but there are
still quite a few directions for the further explorative studies of team psychological empowerment.

6.1. To Do Studies of Team Psychological Empowerment in Cross-Boundary Condition

As far as the concept of team psychological empowerment was proposed, numerous scholars carried out their
research in single organization or industry. However, innovation is not limited in isolated company or internal
teams, but involves more collaborations in cross-departments, cross-organizations and cross-industries, such as
the collaborative innovation. If teams have strong autonomy and freedom, it is no doubt that they will promote
the collaborative innovation of production, teaching and research. Future studies should give importance to the
relationship between team psychological empowerment and collaborative innovation in cross-boundary condi-
tion.

6.2. Strengthen the Multi-Level Research

Innovation is a multi-level concept. It can be divided into individual creativity, team innovation and organiza-
tional innovation. Prior research mainly focused on single level to study the antecedents and consequences of
team psychological empowerment, but future studies should combine team psychological empowerment with
individual creativity, team or organizational innovation climate, innovation achievement and so on, exploring

their multi-level inter-mechanism profoundly.
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Team External Character Individual Performance

Leadership Factors —productivity
—external leadership behavior
—high performance practice
—professional commitment
—job satisfaction
organizational decentralization
—organizational formalization
—organizational social structure
support

National Culture

—professional commitment
—job satisfaction

Team Performance

Team Psychological —team commitment

) Empowerment
—Power-distance —team performance
Team Internal Character
Task Characteristics y Organizational Performance

—production/service Mediator . -

. ’ —organizational commitment
responsibilities —team process £ - - - - S - -
—organizational innovation

Team Character —creativity

—team assistance

—team interdependence

Figure 1. Research framework of team psychological emopwerment. Annotation: the solid lines
means it has been proved in empirical studies, while the dash lines mean it only has theoretical in-
duction so far, but still needs more empirical research.

6.3. Increasing the Consequent Variables of Team Psychological Empowerment

Existed studies have conducted the theoretical research between team psychological empowerment and innova-
tion performance in many aspects, but it needs more empirical evidence to support the theory. In the meanwhile,
scholars should consider some consequent variables such as innovation barrier perception, collaborative innova-
tion and technical innovation. On the other hand, excessive experience of psychological empowerment may
create power confliction and fault liability, so the impact of excessive team psychological empowerment toward
innovation performance is worthwhile to study as well.

6.4. Conducting the Studies of Team Psychological Empowerment in Chinese Local
Contexts

Countries that have high collectivism will influence the relationship between team psychological empowerment
and innovation performance [24]. In Chinese high collectivism and power-distance cultural contexts, how to im-
plement the perception of psychological empowerment in teams and organizations, especially in those know-
ledge workers who need high work self-determination and high sense of empowered experience, requires further
studies to improve their innovation performance level.
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