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ABSTRACT 

The aim of current study is investigating the role of empowering leadership on employee innovative work 

behavior, we also exposure the mediating role of leader member exchange in the association of empowering 

leadership and innovative work behavior. The researcher distributes the survey which is self-reported for the 

purpose of data collection. We collect the data from permanent employee and their superverses, of Kunming rail 
and subway sector. The respondent of the study was 496 employees and 164 leaders. For analysis we used 

structural equation modeling technique. According to the results the empowering leadership positively 

influenced the innovative work behavior of the employee, the researchers further point out that the LMX 

mediates the association of empowering leadership and innovative work behavior. The study also confirms the 

direct and indirect effects of empowering leadership on innovative work.  
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1. Introduction 

The rapidly changing in the economic environment, the competition level increases among the 

firms, innovative work behavior has very vital for organization (Woods et al, 2017). And it is 

very essential for firm to survive in the competitive environment (Koo & Kim, 2017; Li et al, 

2017). According to Li & Hsu, (2017) and Turgay (2019) the firms now generating and 

implementing new ways to maximize the quality of the service, for this purpose the 

engagement of the employees through motivation is essential element. Empowered leadership 

has likely to promote innovative work behavior by providing subordinates a platform by 

which they improve their innovative and creative skills, which is the most important for 

innovation (Schuckert et al, 2018 & Wang et al, 2016).  

There are a range of leadership theories discussing about the style of leaders that helpful for 

innovative work behaviors, previous research gives importance to the empowering leadership 

(Rawung et al, 2015 and Masadeh et al, 2016). According to Chamberlin (2018) the behavior 

of the leaders given more privilege in the previous research, and empowering leadership give 
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independence to the workers to perform their own way. The research investigated that 

empowering leadership boost the innovative work behaviors because innovation create value 

and retain customers (Kindstrom et al, 2013).  

The empowering leadership involve transfer of authority which motivate employees to do 

something new in their task performing (Rosen et al, 1999). Some authors investigated how 

empowering leadership effects the innovation and innovative work behaviors of the works for 

example (Amabile, 1988; Zhou, 2003; Thomas et al, 1990). Hence the main purpose of the 

current study was to build and test a model that connect the EL and IWB with mediating 

variable. 

We construct a model of empowering leadership and employee IWB; we further add the 

leader member exchange literature to recommend mediating tools in the connection of 

empowering leadership and innovative work behaviors. LMX as an inner state which 

displayed to influence the capabilities and self-determination of the workers (Rosen, 2001). 

Thus, we explored the extent in which empowered leaders affect the innovative work of the 

employees through leader member exchange LMX. 

Our research contributes several ways to the existing literature. First of all, this study provides 

empowering leadership literature. Secondly the study investigated the innovative work 

behaviors and its linkage with empowering leadership. Thirdly the study further discusses the 

LMX and its association with empowering leadership as well as innovative work behaviors. 

Lastly the study investigated the mediating role of LMX in the association of empowering 

leadership and employee innovative work behaviors. 

2 Theoretical background and hypotheses 

2.1 Empowering leadership and innovative work behavior. 

Empowering leaders’ hand over the authority to the subordinates by which they can make 

decision and can implement the decision in their working schedule, without directly 

involvement of the leaders (Bass, 1985 & Jung, 2003). Amabile et al, (1996) argued the 

employee create the alternative action plans regarding to the situation by which he or she 

empowered with the authority and make the creative solution, which is the landscape of 

creativity. The researcher defines the empowering leadership as a method by which the 

leaders help in performance, self-reliance to the skills of the workers, allotting the power that 

help the working unit and also provide the decision-making abilities (Rosen & Kirkman, 
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1997, 1999 and Drasgow at al., 2000).  subordinates generally come from the social exchange 

theory (Emerson, 1962 & Blau, 1964).  In the organization setup when one unit gives courtesy 

to another, and other will react accordingly is the social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976). 

Since the supervisors empowered the workers, they are estimated the positive creative 

behavior in the work, with freedom to complete the task (Takeuchi et al., 2003), and make 

decisions according to their wish (Kirkman & Sharma, 2015). According to the Drasgow et 

al., (2000) self-control and manage their self both in teams as well as individual level 

empowering, boost the confidence and result the creative outcomes. 

First of all to find out the general definition about the concept of empowering leadership, the 

main focus on the empowerment, to whom and why, the researcher analyzing their own 

definition in different prospective, but cannot define empowerment as general, according to 

Rosen and Gomez (2001) it is related to the empowerment of the workers, Sashkin and 

Randolph (2002) argued that the phenomena is about the organizations empowerments, and 

psychological empowerment (Singh, 1995). According to the Kanungo and Conger (1988) the 

supervisor’s shared the authority with the stuff is the general definition of the empowerment. 

The empowering leadership a technique which supervisors act as a role model to the workers, 

and motivate them to perform innovative work (Suifan et al, 2018 & waheed, 2019). 

Empowering leadership backing the followers, taking care of their requirements and needs, 

and involving the workers in idea generation by asking questions, which improve the thinking 

abilities of the subordinates (Bednall et al, 2018). According to Bass and Avolio (1994) the 

leaders positively affects subordinates innovative work as well as firm innovation. The leaders 

play role model for the subordinates, due to direct involvement of leaders they easily 

understood innovation goals (Zuraik & Kelly, 2019). According to Afsar et al, (2017) the 

supportive culture of the organization, and leader’s involvement in mentoring the abilities of 

the stuff, result we get innovative work behavior. By providing employees a supportive 

environment, the employee involves in innovative work behavior (Bednall et al, 2018). The 

leader supports the workers at the work place and motivate them by giving friendly 

environment (Masood & Afsar, 2017). such environment boosts the motivation level of the 

subordinates, the leaders engage them in decision making, which is the best way to find out 

new and innovative solutions (Tse et al, 2018). Qu et al (2015) find out the leaders positively 

influence the innovative work of the workers in china. A study conducted in Korean 
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manufacturing firm by Choi et al (2016) found the empowering leadership increases the 

innovative behaviors within the workers. According to the Du et al, (2016) the innovation is 

the long run process and its take maximum cost; thus, the leaders know the right procedure 

and right time to help and increases the workers innovative work. The encouraging results of 

empowering leadership are shown in the previous literature, which grounded on the model of 

resource job demand and social exchange theory, that exploring the positive influence on 

employee innovative work by empowering leadership (Lee, 2017).  Similarly, the different 

scholars come to conclusions that empowering leadership and employee innovative work have 

positive consequences between them (Xia et al., 2014, Bartol & Zhang, 2010 and Zhang & 

Zhou, 2014). For this purpose, it is hypotheses as  

H1; the empowering leadership positively influenced the employee innovative work 

behavior. 

2.2 Empowering leadership and LMX. 

Previous literature showed that empowering leadership enrich the performance of the workers 

and motivate them by authorized in their working areas decision (Huang et al, 2012 & Chen et 

al, 2014). Some others investigation, the leader that develop good and high-quality 

relationship with members, taking some suggestion and new ideas about their task are more 

successful (Yukl et al, 2012).  

empowering leadership as a dyadic phenomenon is benefits the leader and goes beyond the 

rules and regulation (Liden & Graen, 1980). According to the Fottler & Ford (2005) the 

managers needs to know to whom empowered and to what extent and when to empower. The 

range of previous studies supported that empowerment produce two ways relationship 

between leaders and subordinates (Harris, 2009). According to Yukl and Fu (1999), 

determined in an investigation that managers give more power to subordinates, whom they 

observed as skilled, and complete his or her task on time and have good relationship with the 

boss. The social exchange theory is the most valuable to describe the relationship of leader 

and members at the work place (Goldman, 2011). Probert et al, (2011) investigated the similar 

relationship and give tips that stronger the of the leader member exchange relationship, 

maximum the motivation level, increases the productivity, job satisfaction as well as 

innovative performance. Park et al, (2015) argued that the supervisor has good relationship 

with own leaders also have friendly and long-term relationship with their subordinates. The 
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leaders show confident on the skills of the workers, and involve them in idea generation, 

which help in performing task at the work place (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Yukl et al (2012) 

investigated that there are positive association among empowering leadership and leader 

member exchange, although there is very limited literature available regarding this relation. 

The distribution of authority and power increases the trust and built long term relationship 

between subordinates and the leaders (O Donnell, 2012). on the basis of above arguments, it is 

stated that 

H2; empowering leadership is positively associated to the leader member exchange 

2.3 LMX and innovative work behavior. 

LMX play key role in the performance, the workers who concentrate and perform according 

to supervisor ways, get benefits over who do not show such behavior (Carmeli, 2009). 

According to the Bartol & Zhang (2010) when creative idea from employee taken place and 

for implementation the supervisors supports is necessary. The previous studies on leader 

member exchange recommends that it has diverse effect on employee job related behavior, 

how they professed and answer (Dammer et al, 2013). Innovative work behavior comprises of 

first cohort of awareness and then its execution, thus, workers need supervisors supports to 

implement the idea (Sakar & Singh, 2012). Walumbwa et al, (2011) stated that when leader 

member exchange high, the stuffs notice the leaders as loyal, trust worthy, supportive and 

caring. The employees respond to the leaders with maximum level of engagement, efforts and 

positive outcomes of the work, which is also constant with social exchange theory (Erdogan, 

2014). According to Scott & Bruce (1994) the workers usually simplify their observations 

about the leaders to the firm level, where they respond with higher level of innovative 

behavior, because leaders are correspondingly involved in their innovative work, as time spent 

with leaders the high exchange relationship also increases , which provide subordinates an 

opportunity to discuss about new idea and its implementation the result further enhance 

innovative work behavior of the employees. Thus, it is hypothesized that, 

H3; LMX has positively influence the innovative work behavior of the employees 
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Figure 1 Hypotheses model

 

2.4 LMX AS MEDIATOR 

As debated overhead, the key determination of the current study, to discover the effects of EL 

associated to LMX and innovative work behavior. A different method of observing LMX, 

however, is as an intermediary between EL and employee innovative work behavior. Truly, an 

exciting variety exists within the leadership literature whereby LMX, an interpersonal 

approach to leadership, can be viewed either as a leadership interpreter or as a mediator 

explaining the effects of other leadership styles. LMX, like trust in the leader, depend on 

heavily on social exchange principles as a theoretical basis. The Chan et al, (2012) has 

hypothesized LMX as a mediator between leader behavior and subordinates’ outcomes. A 

study empirically supported empowering leadership and subordinates’ outcomes and LMX as 

a facilitator among the association found statistically significant by Hassan et al (2013). 

Settoon (1996) argued that empowering leadership provide followers confident over the 

supervisor, and leaders motivate them by showing trust on the abilities of the workers, which 

help in task completion, that is leading to high quality of LMX. Addition to this, we try to find 

particularity of LMX as a mediator. It is planned that the direct relationship of empowering 

leadership and innovative work behavior will be mediated by leader member exchange. 

Previous studies investigated the ethical leadership and outcomes of the employee, the leader 

member exchange as a mediator between the relation, the result of the study showed that 
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LMX fully mediates the association (Hassan et al, 2013). Correspondingly, Walumbwa et al 

(2011) LMX act as a mediator in the association among ethical leadership and job 

performance. Zhu et al, (2012) also found the similar relationship of LMX as a mediator. thus, 

it is sensible to adopt LMX will play a similar part in the association of empowering 

leadership and innovative work behavior, precisely, it is claimed that empowering leadership 

will help the high quality LMX and participate in innovative work. Hence the following 

hypotheses is stated; 

H4; LMX will mediates the association of empowering leadership and innovative work 

behavior. 

3. Methodology 

We collect data by using questionnaire survey from workers and their particular leaders from 

various sections of Kunming (Yunnan, China) rail and subways sectors, from various 

department mainly research and development department, technical, forecasting department 

and material department. To maximized the rate of response, the questionnaire distributed in 

person by researchers to the management of Kunming rail and subways section. For data 

collecting purpose, meeting with the concern leaders arranged. At the first week of January 

2020, the meeting was held with management of Kunming rail and subways, and they allow 

us to take data on condition bases on February 2020. But due to COVID-19 we fail to do so. 

On mid of April the management allow us to take survey keeping all safety measure in mind. 

The 680 questionnaires were distributed among the employees working several sectors of 

Kunming rail and subways. The workers were asked to rate their supervisors about 

empowering leadership behaviors and LMX. And asked the rate the employees by their 

relevant supervisor to rate the employee innovative work behaviors.  

From 680 questionnaires, that was collected by the researchers from 13 April to 24 April 

2020, 497 useable questionnaires were collected, which is almost 73% response rate. We 

contacted 192 supervisors and we get full response from 164 supervisors who rate the 

subordinates innovative work behaviors. 

3.1 Measures 

In the current study the researcher used three latent variables, empowering leadership, 

innovative work behaviors and leader member exchange. To measure the variables, we used 5 

points lickert scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). Empowering leadership the 
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researchers assess by using 9 questions, the scale was proposed by Rosen and Kirkman 

(1999). Leader member exchange was assessed by using 7 item question that is proposed by 

Scandura and Graen (1984). And at the last the 10 question for innovative work behavior was 

asked from leaders and these items are adopted from Den Hartong and De Jong (2010). 

4. Analyses 

The researcher investigated that 56% of the respondent were males. the age of the respondent 

was between 31 to 38 years. The experience of the employees was 5 to 7 years which is about 

48% of the total respondent. The study also confirms that about 42% of the employees having 

technical or professional degree. In the study (SEM) technique ‘structural equation modeling’ 

we used to check the results (Joreskog & Sorbom, 2006). At the beginning of the analysis we 

confirm and check our study model through confirmatory factor analyses (CFA), and formerly 

we check the study assumed structural model (Ruvio, 2008). Our studied dimension model 

consists of three key variables; empowering leadership, leader member exchange and 

innovative work behavior. As result gives the data, that all the items that are measured had 

factor loading more than 0.60 which is maximum than the lowest limit (Hair et al, 2014). 

In table I below, the loading factor was 0.61 to 0.92, which is significantly loaded their 

respective latent factors, and also every factor loading is greater than the minimum values 

(0.50), that further confirm the significant reasonability of the proposed model. 

 

Table I. Factor loading, CR and AVE 

 Items Factor 

loading 

CA AVE 

Empowering leadership 9 0.710-0.946 0.96 0.71 

LMX 7 0.61-0.928 0.92 0.69 

Innovative work 

behavior 

10 0.63-0.919 0.91 0.62 

 

4.1 Structural model. 

In the structural model we checked all three variables, empowering leadership, innovative 

work behaviors and LMX, we checked through confirmatory factor analysis. The researcher 

used single factor alternative model, which include all the latent variable, then we used two 
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factor alternative model, which included EL and LMX as one factor and innovative work 

behavior as other factor. At last we used three factors hypothesized model. The researcher 

calculates normed fit index (NFI), incremental fit index (IFI), degree of freedom/chi square 

(x2/df), CFI comparative fit index root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and 

goodness of fit index (GFI). In circumstance of model chi square, the worth of RMSEA 

accepted as significant model, which is less than 0.05. the structural model below presented 

that 3-factor hypothesized model give a good and well-intentioned fit to the date, whereas CFI 

is 0.934, IFI is 0.951, GFI is equal to 0.928, NFI is 0.909, 2/df   = 2.276 and RMSEA is 

equal to 0.048. as compared to the one factor model, which give a deprived fit to the data, 

2/df is 7.328, NFI= 0.592, RMSEA=0.301, GFI=0.651, IFI=0.706 and CFI=0.553. along 

with this all the factors loading was more then .060, and at significant statistical level 0.01 and 

0.001, the results showed the good reliability. 

Table II Structural model 

Model χ2/df CFI NFI GFI IFI RMSEA 

3 factor EL, LMX & 

IWB 

2.276 0.934 0.909 0.928 .951 0.048 

Alternative two 

factor model 

2.603 0.905 0.808 0.786 .968 0.069 

Single alternative 

factor model 

7.328 0.553 0.592 0.651 .706 0.301 

 

Table III. Mean standard division and inter correlation among the variables 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Gander 0.43 0.51 1       

Age 2.31 0.85 -.39** 1      

Education 2.29 0.87 -.04 -.07 1     

Experience 4.07 0.86 -.11 .20** .26** 1    
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EL 4.17 0.97 .06 .18** -.06 .01 (.92)   

LMX 4.50 0.63 .10 -.04 .03 .03 .48** (.72)  

IWB 4.28 0.86 -.04 .06 .07 -.05 .32** .45** (.89) 

Correlation is significant at **P<0.01 two tailed, () = alpha, N=497 

4.2 Hypotheses testing 

The table III show the relationship among the variables, the significant and positive 

relationship between empowering leadership and innovative work behaviors i-e r = .18 and 

the p value is less than 0.01. in addition, the same methods used by Shoss Eisen & berger 

(2013) and Edwards & Lambert (2007), so the hypotheses I preliminary accepted. Secondly 

the empowering leadership and LMX relationship the researcher found significantly positive 

as showed in the table III (r = .48, p < 0.01). which is also support for H II. We further 

procced to the third hypotheses the link of LMX and innovative work behavior, according to 

table III the relation between these two variables are significantly and statistically positive (r = 

.45, p < 0.01). the correlation analysis and the outcomes support preliminary the direct 

hypotheses of the study, hypotheses HI to H3. 

For intervention effect of LMX (H4), We used AMOS bootstrapping approach, by adopting 

Bayesian estimation analysis for hypotheses testing. According to Mackinnon et al (2007) the 

direct and indirect relation of the mediation, instantaneously approximating the partiality 

amended bootstrap intermission of confidence that yield benefits & make unintended 

influence consistent. LMX expressively smooths the relation between empowering leadership 

and innovative work behavior so its sustenance for hypotheses 4. To lighten the association, 

the researcher defined, whether the indirect relationship between empowering leadership and 

innovative work behavior was statistically significant or not significant. According to Rucker 

et al, (2011) to compute the full effect of mediating variable. The subsidiary effect of 

empowering leadership on employee’s innovative work behavior over LMX 0.27 (P < 0.01), 

with self-confident intermission of a 95 % bias amended bootstrap, which accounts for 45 out 

of a hundred, the over-all effects of empowering leadership on employee innovative work 

behaviors. 
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Figure 2. Path coefficient for hypotheses model. 

 

 

In addition, the researcher evaluated the full impact indirectly and directly of empowering 

leadership on innovative work behavior. And the researchers investigated the effect was 

significant. variation in workers innovative performance are described by EL  & LMX, we, 

aimed at that cause, regulate that leader-member exchange partially mediates (Baron & 

Kenny, 1986) or in other hand,  harmonizing mediates  (Zhao et al., 2016) the positive 

relationship between empowered leader and employee creativity hence, hypothesis 4 is also 

supported. 

5. Discussion 

The main purpose of this study was to investigate effect of empowering leadership on 

employee innovative work behaviors. Besides this, we also find out the LMX role as a 

mediator in the positive association of empowering leadership and innovative work behaviors. 

The employees of Kunming rail and subway used sample for the current study, SEM, 

structural equation modeling techniques rummage-sale for testing of hypotheses. Results 

showed that the empowering leadership directly influenced the innovative work behaviors of 

the employees and leader member exchange partially mediates the association of empowering 

EL IWB 

LMX 

0.45** 
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** Direct effect=0.18** 

Indirect effect=0.27** 

Total effect = 0.45** 
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leadership and innovative work behaviors. Results correspondingly suggested innovative 

work behaviors artificial directly and indirectly by empowering leadership and through LMX. 

6. Implications and Recomendation 

6.1 Theoretical implications 

The study contributes to literature in numerous ways, the research adds to the current 

literature with empowering leadership and innovative work behavior literature. Study proves 

the association of empowering leadership and innovative work behaviors significantly, which 

is also investigated by (Afsar et al, 2017). Another contribution is empowering leadership 

influenced the LMX, by giving the workers authority, involvement in decision making and 

motivate them to perform innovative work. A research carried out to find the worker 

performance can inspiration through Leader member exchange and empowering leadership 

(Lee et al, 2017). Although previous empirical backing contribution of the leader-member 

exchange and empowering the leaders on the innovative work behaviors. The present study 

delivers a significant step in the participation of the literature by means of the study model. 

Another main contribution the mediating role of LMX play as a mediator, study provides 

variety of valuable observations in the relation between empowering leadership and 

innovative work, particularly this connecting indirectly influenced by leader member 

exchange (LMX). Alike outcome was also carried out by De Jong et al in (2007) building 

work setting according to member’s competences, leader straight affects the workers 

innovative work. The leader can motivate the innovation work of the subordinates by making 

the quick information system (fried rich, 2011).  

Finally, a dissimilar new feature of this study was geographical, in which it was conducted. In 

Kunming, China there are very rare studies conducted which inspected the empowering 

leadership. The result of this study approve that the demonization of empowering leadership 

can crop optimistic consequences smooth in this idiosyncratic setting, in brief, this 

examination highpoints the implication of empowering leadership as a strategic driver of 

fundamental value through worker innovative work.  

6.2 Practical implication 

Current study focused on the staff innovative work behaviors however empowering leadership 

of work setting, which most important and replicated feature to influences the workers 

innovative work, researcher deliver, furthermost imperative implications to the leadership 
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plans makers of Kunming rail and subway sector regarding workers innovation through 

empowering leaders. The innovative work circuitously effect over facilitating tool of LMX 

since both empowering leadership and LMX effects employee innovative work behavior 

significantly and this affect also an exclusive solitary, suggested that management had better 

absorption, generate actual LMX associations. Sheer 2015 privileges management and at work 

staff developed high quality association and make joint system and two ways information 

sharing channels for working connection, therefore the researcher investigated that the leaders 

conduct daily base meeting with workers to solve their problem and work on new idea, which 

is the best techniques to boost the motivation level of employee and also increases the 

innovative work, by means of a driver for operative’s growth administrations must 

enhancement organizers desirable workforces to explain the problems, both individual as well 

as employed site, share new ideas, sharing information with each other’s, and provide reliable 

and appropriate reaction (Robson & Tourish 2006). 

6.3 Limitation and future research directions 

Nevertheless, providing energetic supports literature, the study has approximately restrictions. 

The Core model of empowering leadership and LMX was not fit to data, consequently; the 

forthcoming researcher can develop study using current research model with some other 

longitudinal research design, and longitudinal study can take chief aim and assumption of that 

cause. Additional, restraint is biasness, because research data was collected from workers via 

self-reported approaches (Shally, 2009). Above and beyond this, according to Janssen (2004) 

supporters main wounded because they are almost performing their duties and are responsive 

about role that make a task as innovative work, so the self-reported survey is the method to 

measure innovative work behaviors. Additional constraint of current study, common variance, 

all variables of study were measured over self-reported, the conclusion may be unbiased 

(Podsakoff et al 2003). In totaling, the result of study exposed that  common variance methods 

was not big problem, a single factor model is not fit to the date as associated to the 

hypothesized 3-factors model which was better fit in the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), 

still, detective should use  frequent basics to collect data in future to evade mutual variance 

method (Podsakoff et al 2003). 

As a last curb of study, in relation of empowered leaders and workers creativity, mediating 

variable LMX partially enables aforementioned connection, there might be others variables 
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that may mark optimistic linkage amongst innovative work behaviors and empowering 

leadership. 

7. Conclusion  

In contemporary study, researcher attention on empowering leadership, empowering 

leadership production a dynamic role to encouraging presentation, specially the innovative 

performance of working units. The creative behavior of individual depends on the leaders 

through leader member exchange. The present study strained to measure leader’s behavior and 

LMX how and what existing influenced the single level innovative behavior of the labors.  

Also, study discovery places of interest LMX as vital mediator of outcome relationship. This 

study exposed that empowering of the managers container incentive innovative work, 

construction a good relationship of the staffs and superiors. In significance, employee 

innovative work can be refined or upgraded to longing usual; corporations should emphasis on 

the approaches that build a great LMX and authorize their leaders to take stages to innovation. 
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