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Summary

Leaders face a challenge to simultaneously motivate workgroups and the individuals

within them. Recent criticisms highlight the need to deconstruct broad leadership

constructs to offer better theoretical insight into the effects of specific leadership

behaviors on groups versus individuals. We address this call by exploring the effects

of group‐focused and individual‐focused aspects of transformational leadership.

Applying social identity theory, we theorize that group‐focused transformational lead-

ership is key to fostering felt obligation, motivating helping behavior, and enhancing

group performance, whereas individual‐focused leadership may only foster helping

when individuals also feel a sense of obligation toward their workgroup. In a field

study of 260 employees reporting to 36 supervisors in a skilled trade company, we

find support for these predictions using multilevel structural equation modeling and

multilevel mixed effects modeling. Thus, group‐focused (vs. individual‐focused) trans-

formational leadership and subsequent felt obligation are important antecedents for

encouraging helping and, in turn, workgroup performance.
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1 |Q5 INTRODUCTION

With the ever‐increasing use of team‐based structures for task

accomplishment, workgroup performance remains a critical concern

in the management literature (Devine, Clayton, Philips, Dunford, &

Melner, 1999; Lorinkova, Pearsall, & Sims, 2013; Mathieu, Maynard,

Rapp, & Gilson, 2008). As articulated by Aristotle more than

2,000 years ago, however, group performance “is more than the

sum of its parts” or, in the case of a group, the sum of individual con-

tributions. As a result, leaders face the challenge to simultaneously

motivate groups and the individuals comprising them (Chen & Kanfer,

2007; Chen, Kirkman, Kanfer, Allen, & Rosen, 2007; Dong, Bartol,

Zhang, & Li, 2017; Hackman, 2002; Kozlowski & Bell, 2003; X.‐H.

Wang & Howell, 2010). Individual and group priorities, however,

may differ. For example, an employee may opt to focus on his or

her own tasks rather than help a coworker for the sake of the group's

performance. It often falls upon the workgroup leader to strike a

balance between motivating individuals and the workgroup as a

whole (Dong et al., 2017).

Because it is composed of both group‐ and individual‐focused ele-

ments, transformational leadership has the potential, among the

numerous leadership approaches, to strike the appropriate balance

for motivating both individuals and groups Q6(Bass, 1985; Conger &

Kanungo, 1998; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). Unfortunately,

despite theoretical advancements suggesting that transformational

leadership operates at both individual and group levels (e.g., X.‐H.

Wang & Howell, 2010), the majority of the extant literature treats it

as a unitary construct, which assumes, perhaps incorrectly, that higher

levels of transformational leadership are always better for work‐

related outcomes (N. Li, Chiaburu, Kirkman, & Xie, 2013; Rafferty &

Griffin, 2004; van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013; G. Wang, Oh,

Courtright, & Colbert, 2011). Indeed, decades of overemphasis on

the unitary construct have likely masked the unique contributions of

more specific group‐ versus individual‐focused leadership behaviors
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(Bass, 1985; Schriesheim, Wu, & Scandura, 2009; Shamir et al., 1993;

Yammarino & Bass, 1990), and scholars have called for more precise

theorizing and empirical isolation of the effects at each level (e.g.,

Chen et al., 2007; Chen & Bliese, 2002; Dong et al., 2017; Schriesheim

et al., 2009; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010; J. B. Wu, Tsui, & Kinicki,

2010). As noted by G. Wang et al. (2011), individual and group perfor-

mance are likely “influenced by different factors and through different

mechanisms” (p. 229). Exploration of these mechanisms will provide

valuable insight into how transformational leadership may accomplish

the all‐important task of motivating both groups and individuals.

Thus, in response to these calls and consistent with van

Knippenberg and Sitkin's (2013) suggestion about the need for a “cre-

ative destruction” of transformational leadership (p. 9), we follow sim-

ilar trends in other leadership traditions (e.g., Bergeron, 2007; Nielsen,

Bachrach, Sundstrom, & Halfhill, 2012; Sparrowe, Soetjipto, &

Kraimer, 2006) to examine how group‐ versus individual‐focused

behaviors of transformational leaders influence followers.1 Accord-

ingly, the primary purpose of this study is to bring more insight to

these issues by examining the different contributions of group‐ versus

individual‐focused transformational leadership on group performance

by examining one mediating mechanism, individual helping behavior.

In particular, we position helping as a mechanism that translates the

effects of group‐focused transformational leadership to group perfor-

mance. As a form of contextual performance, helping is defined as

“members' discretionary behaviors intended to benefit other

workgroup members or the group as a whole” (Sparrowe et al.,

2006, p. 1194) and reflects the extent to which individuals exert time

and effort assisting coworkers in addition to performing their own

tasks (e.g., lending a hand to a coworker who has fallen behind or

staying late to cover a coworker's shift; Organ, 1988). A number of pri-

mary studies (Durham, Knight, & Locke, 1997; Hackman & Wageman,

2005; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990), as well as

meta‐analyses (Burke et al., 2006; LePine, Erez, & Johnson, 2002),

point to leadership behaviors as important drivers of helping in

workgroups. Unfortunately, however, results from initial studies exam-

ining the effects of group‐ versus individual‐focused transformational

leadership, although promising, do not yet converge in either concep-

tualization of the constructs or linkages with the outcome of helping

(e.g., G. Li, Shang, Liu, & Xi, 2014; Liao & Chuang, 2007; X.‐H. Wang

& Howell, 2010; J. B. Wu et al., 2010; Zaccaro, Heinen, & Shuffler,

2009). For example, whereas there is evidence that group‐focused

transformational leadership is associated with helping behavior (X.‐H.

Wang & Howell, 2010), we do not yet have a conceptual understand-

ing about how, or even if, individual‐focused transformational leader-

ship relates to individual followers' helping behavior. This

understanding will provide both practical and theoretical insights

about the strategies leaders should use to motivate followers to help

one another, when indeed this behavior is desired and/or necessary

for proper group functioning.

Additionally, we aim to bring theoretical clarity on another specific

intervening mechanism—felt obligation toward the workgroup.

Applying social identity theory (SIT; Tajfel, 1979), we theorize about

the distinct identities fostered in employees by group‐ versus individ-

ual‐focused leadership behaviors. We argue that group‐focused lead-

ership facilitates helping and subsequent group performance in part

because it instills a sense of obligation toward one's group members.

Felt obligation is a reflection of a group‐oriented (i.e., collective) iden-

tity, which can function to overcome self‐interest and encourage more

helping (Grant & Patil, 2012). Thus, we also expect that felt obligation

will moderate the effect of individual‐focused leadership on individual

helping behaviors, such that individuals who experience high levels of

both individual‐focused leadership and felt obligation will be more

likely to help their coworkers.

In taking this approach, we first contribute to the leadership liter-

ature by answering calls to provide more contextual specificity on

transformational leadership theory (Schriesheim et al., 2009; van

Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013; Yammarino & Bass, 1990). Extending

the literature on dual‐focused transformational leadership (e.g., Dong

et al., 2017; Kark & Shamir, 2002; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2012), we

apply SIT to theorize about and test the effects of both group‐ and

individual‐focused transformational leadership behaviors on out-

comes. Namely, we build on X.‐H. Wang and Howell's (2010) work,

following Dong et al.'s (2017) multilevel approach, to hone in on the

critical role of group‐focused transformational leadership in fostering

both helping and group performance. Questions linger about the best

measurement and analytical approach to capture each of these dimen-

sions and their outcomes. Research has just begun to utilize distinct,

level‐specific measures of group‐ versus individual‐focused transfor-

mational leadership (e.g., Dong et al., 2017; X.‐H. Wang & Howell,

2010, 2012), rather than simply comparing results when using individ-

ual responses versus aggregates of the same measure (e.g., Liao &

Chuang, 2007). Thus, we aim to contribute to the transformational

leadership literature by providing insights on the dual‐focused model

in terms of both theory and measurement.

We make a second contribution by bridging the dual‐focused

transformational leadership and helping literatures, explaining how

group‐focused leadership enables helping and subsequent group per-

formance. By articulating and empirically demonstrating the role of felt

obligation to the workgroup as an underexplored mechanism, we

extend findings of past research, answering the question of how

group‐focused transformational leadership behaviors influence help-

ing and group performance (e.g., Podsakoff et al., 1990; X.‐H. Wang

& Howell, 2010, 2012). We further bridge these areas of research by

exploring the boundary conditions under which individual‐focused

leadership influences helping.

2 | THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

2.1 | Distinguishing between group‐ and individual‐
focused transformational leadership

Extant literature on transformational leadership has been dominated

by the full‐range leadership theory (i.e., “the 4 I's model”; Antonakis

& House, 2002; Bass & Avolio, 1995), with the dual‐focused model

of transformational leadership (e.g., Dong et al., 2017; X.‐H. Wang &

1Although we do not always specify the term “transformational,” this is the type

of group‐ versus individual‐focused leadership to which we refer throughout the

manuscript.
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Howell, 2010, 2012; J. B. Wu et al., 2010) gaining momentum over the

last decade. These two theoretical approaches are closely related,

describing the same construct in slightly different ways. Thus, we rely

on both frameworks to inform our work. The “4 I's”—individualized

support, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and idealized

influence—are generally accepted as the four broad categories of

transformational behaviors (see Antonakis & House, 2014, and

Rafferty & Griffin, 2004, for extensions). These categories constitute

ways through which leaders may affect followers' motivation and

value alignment, but they largely ignore the level at which they oper-

ate (i.e., group or individual; Schriesheim et al., 2009). Extending this

model, the dual‐focused model distinguishes group‐focused from indi-

vidual‐focused leader behaviors, highlighting distinct effects on indi-

vidual and group outcomes (X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010).

Drawing on SIT (Tajfel, 1979), scholars have mapped dimensions

of transformational leadership to each level, suggesting that such

leaders influence followers by fostering both a sense of individual

and collective identity (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Kark & Shamir,

2002; Stam, Lord, van Knippenberg, & Wisse, 2014; Tse & Chiu,

2014). Although we do not explicitly measure or test hypotheses about

identity fostered by leaders, we build on prior research clarifying this

linkage (e.g., Tse & Chiu, 2014) and examining the link between iden-

tity and helping (e.g., Johnson & Lord, 2010; Newman, Miao, Hofman,

& Zhu, 2016; Tse & Chiu, 2014) to propose our hypotheses. An individ-

ual identity motivates followers to think and behave on their own

behalf, as an independent entity, whereas a collective identity moti-

vates them to think of themselves as a part of a larger entity. Thus, col-

lective identity is particularly conducive to employees engaging in

behaviors to benefit the workgroup (Cheek, 1989; Cheek & Briggs,

1982; Johnson & Lord, 2010; Tajfel & Turner, 1985).

Some dimensions of transformational leadership are more group

focused and are thought to be naturally aligned with fostering a collec-

tive identity (such as inspirational motivation and idealized influence).

Thus, with this conceptual alignment, it seems that these behaviors

would motivate employees to transcend their own interests for the

functioning and well‐being of the workgroup (Howell & Shamir,

2005; Kark & Shamir, 2002; N. Li et al., 2013; Stam et al., 2014; Tse

& Chiu, 2014), partly because these leadership behaviors result in

greater voice among peers, trust, support, and concern for group

well‐being (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg, 2001; Hogg & Terry,

2000; Hogg, van Knippenberg, & Rast, 2012; Stam et al., 2014; J. B.

Wu et al., 2010).

Other dimensions of transformational leadership are more individ-

ual focused and have been shown to foster relational and/or individual

identities among employees (Kark & Shamir, 2002). Due to this con-

ceptual alignment, we suggest that these individual‐focused leadership

behaviors will place emphasis on the interdependency one has with

their transformational leader (Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003; Steffens,

Haslam, & Reicher, 2014; Steffens, Schuh, Haslam, Pérez, & van Dick,

2015) and on one's own unique characteristics, needs, and outcomes,

rather than commonalities and dependencies shared with the group

(Johnson & Lord, 2010; Johnson, Selenta, & Lord, 2006).

In sum, we extend X.‐H. Wang and Howell (2012) to theorize that

group‐focused, but not individual‐focused leadership, is likely to facil-

itate each employee's collective identity, a critical part of which is a

sense of obligation toward the workgroup (Erlandsson, Björklund, &

Bäckström, 2017). In turn, such employees are likely to consider

behaviors that contribute to the group overall, such as helping. For

instance, Rafferty and Griffin (2004) found a positive relationship

between inspirational communication and helping, but not between

individualized support and helping, implying that positive messaging

about the work unit and the organization (i.e., group‐focused leader-

ship) is what motivates individual employees to engage in helping,

rather than individual‐focused leadership. In a similar manner, X.‐H.

Wang and Howell (2012) found empirical support for a positive rela-

tionship between group‐focused transformational leadership and

group performance. Thus, we position group‐focused transformational

leadership as the key driver of group‐focused outcomes because of its

conceptual alignment with a collective sense and other extant work

aligning this dimension with group‐focused outcomes (X.‐H. Wang &

Howell, 2012; J. B. Wu et al., 2010).

As noted by J. B. Wu et al. (2010), group‐focused leadership “is

based on the idea of average leadership style, a concept that implies

that leaders view group members as a whole and treat each in the

same fashion” (p. 92). Behaviors that comprise group‐focused leader-

ship direct attention toward the needs of the group as a whole,

emphasizing the identity of that group rather than each individual

within it (Dansereau, Alutto, & Yammarino, 1984; Dong et al., 2017;

Kerr & Schriesheim, 1974; J. B. Wu et al., 2010; Yammarino & Bass,

1990). In line with recent work (e.g., N. Li et al., 2013), we conceptu-

alize group‐focused transformational leadership as leader behaviors

that emphasize teambuilding, articulating a compelling group vision,

and fostering acceptance of group goals. These three dimensions corre-

spond with the inspirational motivation and idealized influence com-

ponents of the full‐range model (Dong et al., 2017; Kark & Shamir,

2002; N. Li et al., 2013; G. Li et al., 2014; Podsakoff et al., 1990;

Rafferty & Griffin, 2004; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010; Zhang, Li,

Ullrich, & van Dick, 2015). Although other dimensions could be part

of group‐focused leadership as well (e.g., role modeling; Dong et al.,

2017), we limit our focus to these three because they are the most

clearly tied to collective, group‐focused concerns.

In contrast, consistent with our positioning of individual‐focused

leadership as a style that emphasizes individual needs and priorities,

we include two dimensions to define it—individualized support and

intellectual contribution. We also acknowledge that other dimensions

of transformational leadership are relevant to a leader holding this

type of individual focus (e.g., setting high expectations, fostering indi-

vidual skill development, and personal recognition; Dong et al., 2017;

X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010), but we follow Kark and Shamir (2002)

in our conceptualization of the construct. Figure F11 summarizes our

proposed conceptual model, which we describe in more detail as we

develop our hypotheses below.

2.2 | Group‐focused transformational leadership,
helping, and group performance

A group‐focused transformational leader communicates the impor-

tance of group performance, facilitates the development of shared

values and beliefs, and inspires unified effort toward group goals

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Cheek & Briggs, 1982; Kark & Shamir,
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2002; Tajfel, 1979; Tajfel & Turner, 1985; C.‐H. Wu, Liu, Kwan, & Lee,

2016). As noted by Mumford and Strange (2002), the creation and

communication of a shared team goal provides a structure for inter-

pretation of how individual work relates to the group's overall goals,

thus encouraging, energizing, and enabling individuals to work toward

collective accomplishment of shared goals (G. Li et al., 2014; Rafferty

& Griffin, 2004; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010). In line with research

integrating SIT and transformational leadership theory, when leaders

emphasize these group‐oriented priorities, they elevate the status of

the group in the eyes of the employees (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tse

& Chiu, 2014; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2012). Subordinates are then

likely to evaluate themselves and their actions within the broader con-

text of the workgroup and invest resources to contribute to the

group's overall performance (Cheek, 1989; Cheek & Briggs, 1982).

Similarly, group‐focused leaders emphasize each member's belonging

and obligation to the group through symbolic and inspirational mes-

saging, which facilitates increased coordination and collaboration

among workgroup members in support of the group's mission, thus

leading to high performance overall (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; G. Li

et al., 2014; Rafferty & Griffin, 2004; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010).

Accordingly, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1a. Group‐focused transformational leader-

ship is positively related to group performance.

One specific way through which group‐focused leadership likely

facilitates group performance is through the encouragement of help-

ing behaviors. From a theoretical point of view, helping is not typically

defined by formal role requirements (van Dyne & LePine, 1998) and,

as such, cannot be easily enforced by supervisors or the employing

organization. Yet helping appears to be important to the proper func-

tioning of workgroups and indeed has been positioned as a critical

group function, fostering high levels of group performance (Choi,

2009; George & Jones, 1997).

We position helping as a key mechanism through which group‐

focused transformational behaviors may enhance group performance.

That is, the leader's consistent focus on group performance goals

likely increases the salience of those goals (perhaps as opposed to

individual performance goals), which is likely to create a norm of

helping one another to achieve those goals. A group‐focused leader

highlights each individual's role as a member of the group and consis-

tently motivates and equips employees to transcend immediate per-

sonal goals for the sake of the common good (Choi, 2009;

Podsakoff et al., 1990; Richardson & Vandenberg, 2005; Sparrowe

et al., 2006; G. Wang et al., 2011; H. Wang, Law, Hackett, Wang,

& Chen, 2005; J. B. Wu et al., 2010; Zhu & Akhtar, 2014). In turn,

a group in which members help one another is likely to accomplish

the group's goals, resulting in higher group performance (LePine Q7&

Van Dyne, 2001).

Despite some evidence to the contrary for noninterdependent

teams (e.g., Bergeron, 2007; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1994;

Viswesvaran & Ones, 2000), helping behaviors contribute to overall

group performance in teams with at least a moderate level of task

interdependence (Bachrach, Powell, Collins, & Richey, 2006; George

& Jones, 1997; Nielsen et al., 2012; Saavedra, Earley, & van Dyne,

1993). Namely, helping a coworker is likely to streamline workflow

processes, redistribute tasks to avoid or prevent delays in task comple-

tion, and contribute to timely, high‐quality completion of the overall

project (Porter, 2005; Porter et al., 2003; Porter, Gogus, & Yu,

2011). Therefore, we formally Q8hypothesize a mediated relationship

between group‐focused transformational leadership and group perfor-

mance through helping behavior.

Hypothesis 1b. Helping mediates the relationship

between group‐focused transformational leadership and

group performance.

2.3 | The role of felt obligation

2.3.1 | Felt obligation as mediator of the effect of
group‐focused leadership on helping

One way group‐focused transformational leadership likely works to

motivate helping and subsequent group performance is by fostering

a sense of obligation (or felt responsibility) toward the workgroup

(Blau, 1964; Organ, Podsakoff, & MacKenzie, 2006; J. B. Wu et al.,

2010). Felt obligation to one's workgroup reflects the extent to which

an individual has a collective identity (Erlandsson et al., 2017; Leavitt,

Reynolds, Barnes, Schlipzand, & Hannah, 2012). That is, a sense of

obligation is typically directed toward the entity with which individuals

identify most strongly (Leavitt et al., 2012; Stam et al., 2014; C.‐H. Wu

et al., 2016). Individuals who strongly identify with the workgroup are

likely to be motivated to contribute and fulfill their responsibilities to

their group. We expect the visionary, group‐focused messages of a

group‐focused transformational leader to serve as a contextual foun-

dation upon which a sense of obligation to one's group may develop.

As employees strive to align with a group‐focused leader's expecta-

tions, they develop and internalize an obligation to contribute to the

group. Additionally, through teambuilding behaviors and fostering

acceptance of workgroup goals, leaders shift members' identities and

priorities to become increasingly team directed (Organ et al., 2006),

thus increasing the salience of felt obligation to the group. In turn,

group members who have a strong sense of obligation to their group

likely feel a need to contribute and reciprocate benefits they receive

FIGURE 1 Full proposed model
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from being a part of it, and are thus motivated to engage in behaviors

aimed at promoting workgroup well‐being and success (i.e., helping;

Blau, 1964).

Hypothesis 2. Felt obligation mediates the positive rela-

tionship between group‐focused transformational leader-

ship and helping.

Together, Hypotheses 1 and 2 form a serial mediation model, in

which group‐focused leadership impacts group performance via obli-

gation and helping behaviors.

2.3.2 | Felt obligation as moderator of the effect of
individual‐focused leadership on helping

In contrast to group‐focused leadership, individual‐focused leadership

likely contributes to instilling a relational and/or individual identity

among followers, as the leader emphasizes individual needs and con-

cerns in a dyadic relationship. As a result of this conceptual alignment,

we do not expect individual‐focused leadership, on its own, to relate

to helping because this type of leader does not emphasize anything

that would consistently motivate employees to consider its impor-

tance. Instead, we only expect this type of leadership to motivate fol-

lowers to help one another when it is coupled with higher levels of felt

obligation toward the workgroup. When obligation is present and indi-

vidual‐focused leadership increases, an employee likely has a healthy

balance of prioritization on both his or her own well‐being and the

well‐being of the group, due to the collective identity reflected in felt

obligation to the group (C.‐H. Wu et al., 2016). This balance is likely to

motivate employees to contribute to the group through helping. In

contrast, when individuals feel less obligated to their workgroup,

increasing frequency of individual‐focused leadership behaviors is

not likely to encourage employees to devote resources to anything

not directly linked to their duty to the leader or themselves. Under

these conditions, helping may be seen as counter to one's own prior-

ities if decisions must be made between devoting resources to the

group or one's own priorities when one's felt obligation to the group

is lower (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989; Lord, Brown, & Frieberg, 1999).

Hypothesis 3. Felt obligation moderates the relation-

ship between individual‐focused leadership and helping,

such that the relationship is only positive and significant

when felt obligation is higher.

3 | METHOD

3.1 | Sample and procedures

We conducted a field study to test the hypothesized relationships. We

sampled supervisors and frontline employees of a large skilled trade

company in the mid‐Atlantic United States. At the time of the data col-

lection, each supervisor was in charge of one project with one work

crew. The work crews ranged in size from three to 12 employees

and included electricians, data technicians, fire alarm specialists, and

helpers. In all projects, the workgroup goal was timely and efficient

completion of the project. Crew members worked on some aspects

of the job independently (e.g., installing switches) and collaborated

on other aspects (e.g., commercial panel wiring). Crew members were

paid individually (by the hour), and they did not receive any workgroup

performance incentives.

In an attempt to reduce common source bias (Podsakoff, MacKen-

zie, & Podsakoff, 2012), we utilized different sources and different

times for data collection. Members of the research team visited work

sites to invite employees to complete paper surveys assessing their

supervisor's leadership behaviors (plus demographic data). These sur-

veys were either returned to the research team in closed envelopes

on site (employees could opt out of the survey by returning an enve-

lope with an uncompleted survey) or mailed to the research team in a

postage‐prepaid envelope. Employee surveys were precoded to

reflect work sites, which facilitated matching employee and supervisor

data across surveys. Additionally, employees were asked to include

their email as a contact point for the research team and indicate their

agreement for the research team to follow‐up with one more survey.

Approximately 2 weeks after the initial paper surveys were col-

lected, employees were emailed a link to an online survey, through

which they assessed their level of felt obligation toward the work unit

and their own helping behavior on the current project. At that same

time, supervisors were emailed a link for an online survey, through

which they assessed their workgroup's overall performance, and pro-

vided demographics and project‐specific information (length and num-

ber of employees supervised). In order to boost participation, we

offered supervisors and employees who completed all surveys a

chance to win one out of 10 $20 gift cards.

We distributed surveys to all company employees, totaling 347

frontline employees and 63 supervisors. After deleting records with

missing data and surveys for which we had no matching data from

supervisors, our final sample of participants included 260 employees

(75% participation rate) and 36 supervisors (57% participation rate).

This sample included 92% male employees and 97% male supervisors,

as expected by the nature of the industry. The average supervisor age

was 40.12 years (SD = 9.72), and the average employee age was

37.65 years (SD = 13.45). The average project length was 6.11 months

(SD = 3.12), and average number of employees per supervisor

was 7.22.

3.2 | Measures

Consistent with typical challenges in field‐based research, we were

limited in the number of items and types of response scales we could

use with management's approval. We provide justification for our

choice of scales below. Unless otherwise noted, all variables were

measured with a 5‐point Likert‐type scale (5 = completely agree), which

was the request of management.

3.2.1 | Group‐ and individual‐focused transforma-
tional leadership

Following published work, which has examined group‐ and individual‐

focused transformational leadership as distinct constructs (e.g., Dong

et al., 2017), we assessed these two constructs using items from the

original Podsakoff et al. (1990) transformational leadership measure,

which has been validated across contexts and cultures (e.g., Dong

et al., 2017; G. Li et al., 2014; Podsakoff et al., 1990). In particular,
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we used 14 items in total, appropriately aligning the referent of the

items (“our supervisor” for group‐focused items and “my supervisor”

for individual‐focused items; Dong et al., 2017; J. B. Wu et al.,

2010). In selecting the dimensions and items for measuring transfor-

mational leadership, we were guided by both theoretical reasoning

and practical purposes. In terms of conceptual grounding, our goal in

selecting an appropriate measurement was for a scale to reflect the

specific, distinct concepts of group‐ versus individual‐focused trans-

formational leadership. For this reason, we opted not to measure the

more ambiguous dimensions that could be interpreted as targeting

both the group and the individual—such as “providing an appropriate

model” from the original Podsakoff et al. scale and as used by Dong

et al. (2017). In terms of practicality, we were also limited by the par-

ticipating organization as to the number of items we could include in

the survey.

To assess group‐focused transformational leadership, we mirrored

the approach of Dong et al. (2017), using eight items (α = 0.95), to

measure articulating a group vision (three items:e.g., “Our supervisor

provides us with a compelling vision to work towards”), fostering

acceptance of group goals (two items:e.g., “Our supervisor is able to

get others to commit to what we need to accomplish in our unit”),

and teambuilding (three items:e.g., “Our supervisor fosters collabora-

tion among his/her subordinates”). For individual‐focused transforma-

tional leadership, we used six items (α = 0.93) assessing individualized

support (three items;e.g., “My supervisor behaves in a manner which is

thoughtful of my personal needs”) and intellectual stimulation (three

items;e.g., “My supervisor challenges me to think about old problems

in new ways”). We used this measure at the individual level, consistent

with its conceptualization. To determine whether either of these could

be considered at the group level (aggregation), we computed interrater

agreement for the items. For group‐focused leadership, the average

rwg(j) across all groups was 0.78 (range of group rwg(j)'s: 0.31 to 0.99,

with 69% (25) of the groups above 0.70, plus six groups between

0.60 and 0.702). Further, the intraclass correlation (ICC1) was 0.07,

and the estimate for the reliability of the group means (ICC2) was

0.35. These values provided enough justification to warrant aggrega-

tion of group‐focused leadership to the team level.3 ThusQ9 , we calcu-

lated an individual‐level and a group‐level score for each participant.

We did the same calculations for individual‐focused leadership, which

suggested greater within‐group variance in this variable (ICC1 = 0.02;

ICC2 = 0.12; average rwg(j) = 0.68, range of group rwg(j)'s: 0.19 to 0.87).

Consistent with our theorizing, we analyzed this variable at the indi-

vidual level only. We report additional validation analyses on these

measures to increase confidence in them, using a separate sample, in

Appendix A. Those analyses (e.g., establishing the extent to which

our measures correlated with those used by X‐.H. Wang & Howell,

2010) showed that the dimensions we chose were appropriate and

well‐aligned with X.‐H. Wang and Howell's (2010) measurement strat-

egy as well.

3.2.2 | Helping behavior

Employees reported the extent to which they helped their group

members using three items from Podsakoff, Ahearne, and MacKenzie

(1997; α = 0.87;e.g., “I help my colleagues if someone falls behind in

his work”). We chose to use a self‐report measure of helping behavior,

reasoning that in the context of the skilled trade work, employees

were not always side by side (i.e., employees working in separate

rooms or on different floors) and were therefore not fully aware of

the extent to which other workgroup members engaged in helping.

To better reflect the self‐assessment, we changed the referent shift

from “members of my crew” in the original scale to “I” in the items that

we used. In addition, in selecting the items for the measurement of

helping, we only used those three items from the original scale that

were relevant to our context and our conceptualization of helping.

For these reasons, we omitted the four additional items from the orig-

inal scale that reflected solving conflicts/disagreements with col-

leagues (e.g., “I try to act as a peacemaker when other colleagues

have disagreements”).

3.2.3 | Felt obligation to work unit

Employees reported the extent to which they felt obligation to their

work unit using four items from Eisenberger, Armeli, Rexwinkel, Lynch,

and Rhoades (2001; α = 0.91;e.g., “I have an obligation to my work

crew to ensure that I produce high‐quality work on this project”). Fol-

lowing Yu and Frenkel (2013) and to be consistent with our sample

context, we substituted “work crew” as the referent instead of the

organization's name in the original scale, and we added the reference

to the current project. We omitted three items from the original scale

because those were not relevant to the participants' context (e.g., “I

owe it to the team to do what I can to ensure that the team's cus-

tomers are well‐served and satisfied” was irrelevant as participant

crews did not interact with customers).

3.2.4 | Group performance

Supervisors assessed their workgroup's performance on a four‐item

scale adapted from Tsui, Pearce, Porter, and Tripoli (1997; α = 0.87).

Exemplar items include “This crew adequately completes work on

the project” and “Work on this project meets all formal requirements

of the job.”

3.2.5 | Controls

We collected data on employee tenure with the supervisor and age

(both in years) as well, because research suggests that more experi-

enced employees are likely to be more familiar with their supervisor's

policies, expectations, and leadership style, which may influence their

reports of leadership style and felt obligation (Barling, Loughlin, &

Kelloway, 2002). Tenure is also likely to reflect some informal hierar-

chy (e.g., employees who have more time working with a supervisor

are likely to be more experienced, have better task skills, and/or have

2We conducted analyses with all the groups included and when dropping the

groups with rwg < 0.70 (this dropped 10 groups, including 66 individuals). The

analyses were nearly identical for all hypothesis tests with only one exception

(the helping ➔ performance link was not significant at Level 2).

3One reason for this somewhat low ICC2 might be the average group size (7.22

in our sample) was probably not big enough to result in large ICC2 values (Bliese,

2000). In addition, our sample participants worked under conditions of medium

interdependence, which may have additionally attenuated the team‐level agree-
ment among members in their leadership assessment. The acceptable, but lower

than usually reported, ICC2 values, however, make the tests of the group‐level
relationships somewhat conservative (Bliese, 2000; Srivastava et al., 2006).
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a closer relationship with the supervisor) within each workgroup.

There is also evidence to suggest that positive perceptions of others'

behavior (including supervisors) increase with age (Sutter & Kocher,

2007). In addition, we measured employee task interdependence,

using a two‐item measure (α = 0.87) from Campion, Medsker, and

Higgs (1993; “I cannot accomplish my tasks without information or

materials from other members of my work group” and “My colleagues

depend on me for information or materials needed to perform their

tasks”). The average interdependence was 3.78 (SD = .49; response

scale: 1–5, where 5 = strongly agree).4 Interdependence is an important

conceptual control variable for our model because, as past research

suggests, workgroup interdependence may significantly influence the

relationship between helping and group performance (Bachrach

et al., 2006). In addition, the level of interdependence in a team is

likely to be associated with how much a leader can influence the team

members to help each other. If the work is not at least moderately

interdependent, it might be difficult for employees to find practical

ways to help each other or, perhaps, develop as cohesive of a group

identity, as fostered by group‐focused leadership. In the subsequent

analysis, we estimated our hypotheses controlling only for interdepen-

dence, because age and tenure were not significantly correlated to

helping, the focal dependent variable at the individual level (BeckerQ10 ,

2005). To be thorough, however, because age was correlated with

helping at p < 0.10, we tested Hypothesis 3 both with and without

age as a control, and the results were identical.

3.3 | Analyses

We first conducted multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (ML‐CFA)

of the three predictors of helping using individual‐level scores for all

variables (individual‐focused leadership—six items, parceled into two

factors; group‐focused leadership—eight items, parceled into three

factors; and felt obligation—four items)5 to assess the empirical dis-

tinctiveness of our predictor variables, taking into account the cluster-

ing inherent in our data (Dyer, Hanges, & Hall, 2005). A three‐factor

model, with individual‐level group‐focused leadership modeled at both

the between and the within level and individual‐focused leadership

and felt obligation modeled only at the within level, exhibited the best

fit to the data, χ2(24) = 48.72, p < 0.05; RMSEA = 0.06; CFI = 0.97;

TLI = 0.95; SRMR‐within = 0.02; SRMR‐between = 0.24 (see TableT1 1

for factor loadings).

We compared this baseline model to two additional models as fol-

lows. First, we compared it with a two‐factor model, with group‐

focused leadership and individual‐focused leadership loading onto

one factor and modeled at both between and within levels and felt

obligation modeled as a separate factor at the within level only. The

fit of this model was slightly poorer than our baseline model,

χ2(31) = 73.57, p < 0.01; RMSEA = 0.07; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.93;

SRMR‐within = 0.03; SRMR‐between = 0.40. Next, we compared it

with a three‐factor model, with group‐focused leadership and individ-

ual‐focused leadership modeled at both the between and within level

as separate factors and felt obligation modeled only at the within level

as a distinct factor. This model also exhibited slightly poorer fit than

our baseline model, χ2(28) = 70.98, p < 0.01; RMSEA = 0.08; CFI = 0.93;

TLI = 0.91; SRMR‐within = 0.03; SRMR‐between = 0.40. Thus, with the

support of these fit indices, we proceededwith our hypothesized three‐

factor multilevel measurement model of the predictors of helping.

Before hypothesis testing, we also tested for the potential effect

of common method variance (CMV) for all the variables that we used

at the individual level (individual‐focused leadership, obligation, and

helping). Namely, we employed the marker variable technique (Lindell

& Whitney, 2001), which advocates incorporating an additional vari-

able in the study that is theoretically unrelated to at least one other

variable of interest. Our control variable, task interdependence, fits

this description because it is not theoretically related to the style of

leadership reported by the employees. Therefore, we examined corre-

lations between it and our other variables. As shown in Table T22, this

variable was not significantly related to group‐focused leadership at

either level, nor was it associated with individual‐focused leadership.

This suggests that CMV may not be a significant concern in biasing

our study results.

With only 36 supervisors at Level 2 and a comparatively small

number of employees under each supervisor, our statistical power

was small, which prevented us from fitting the whole model and test-

ing all hypotheses at once with multilevel structural equation modeling

(MSEM; Preacher, Zyphur, & Zhang, 2010; Preacher, Zhang, & Zyphur,

2011). We did try to test the full model, but it failed to converge due

to having more parameters than sample size would allow. However,

we were able to test Hypotheses 1 and 2 (considering group perfor-

mance as outcome) using MSEM, which allowed us to consider both

4According to O*Net (Online Occupational Network, maintained by the Depart-

ment of Labor), the electrical skilled trade work averages 76% interdependence,

supporting our assertion that these groups were moderately interdependent.

5Because we were constrained by our small sample size and the correspondent

unfavorable item‐to‐sample‐size ratio, we utilized a parceling method to simplify

our model when performing the CFA (N. Li, Zhao, Walter, Zhang, & Yu, 2015). In

particular, we created three parcels for group‐focused leadership by combining

the items assessing the three different subdimensions and two parcels for indi-

vidual‐focused leadership.

TABLE 1 Standardized factor loadings from multilevel confirmatory
factor analysis of Q11hypothesized model

Parcel/item Estimate

Individual‐focused leadership

Individualized consideration 0.85**

Intellectual stimulation 0.86**

Group‐focused leadership

Goals 0.89**

Vision 0.96**

Teambuilding 0.85**

Felt obligation

Item 1 0.83**

Item 2 0.94**

Item 3 0.89**

Item 4 0.82**

Correlations of latent factors 1 2 3

1. Individual‐focused leadership

2. Group‐focused leadership 0.93**

3. Felt obligation 0.42** 0.44**

**p < 0.01.
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within and between components of group‐focused leadership in the

full model.

We then tested Hypothesis 3 using Proc Mixed in SAS v9.4. This

software uses random coefficient mixed effects multilevel modeling

(MLM), and we specified our model using random intercepts only

(not random slopes). Before creating the interaction term when testing

Hypothesis 3, we group‐mean‐centered felt obligation and individual‐

focused transformational leadership for this hypothesis test because

we were interested in individual perceptions relative to the rest of

the group and wanted to control for the group mean values for each

construct, to partition any variance out that related to a group's leader

being particularly different than another group's leader. Thus, we

reintroduced the group means of these variables back into the model

as controls for these contextual characteristics (i.e., group mean levels

of felt obligation and individual‐focused leadership; Kreft & De Leeuw,

1998) and also controlled for the group mean of group‐focused

leadership.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Descriptive statistics

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, reliability coeffi-

cients, and zero‐order correlations of the variables. When treated at

the individual level, group‐focused leadership strongly correlated with

individual‐focused transformational leadership (r = 0.79, p < 0.01); this

correlation is consistent with past studies (e.g., Dong et al., 2017; G.

Li et al., 2014). As could be expected, when treated as a group‐level

construct, the correlation between group‐focused leadership and indi-

vidual‐focused leadership was significantly lower (r = 0.32, p < 0.01),

reducing concerns about construct overlap. As shown in Table 2

(and in line with Hypotheses 1 and 2), the aggregated group‐focused

leadership was positively associated with felt obligation (r = 0.18,

p < 0.01), helping (r = 0.15, p < 0.05), and group performance

(r = 0.32, p < 0.01).

4.2 | Hypothesis testing

First, we tested Hypotheses 1 and 2 using MSEM in Mplus. Prior to

testing the combined model, we conducted a preliminary test of

Hypothesis 1a, which specified a positive direct relationship between

group‐focused transformational leadership and group performance.

We modeled this relationship at the between level only, given that

both constructs were conceptualized at the group level. Contrary to

our hypothesis, group‐focused transformational leadership was not

significantly related to group performance (β = 0.18, ns).

Despite the nonsignificant effect, we proceeded to test the full

mediation model proposed in Hypotheses 1 and 2, with obligation

and helping as serial mediators between group‐focused leadership

and group performance and full mediation for every effect (see

Figure F22). We specified a 2‐1‐1‐2 model, with group‐level group‐

focused leadership and group performance considered in the between

model (Level 2) and individual‐level group‐focused leadership,6 felt

obligation, and helping considered in both the within and between

models (Preacher et al., 2010; Preacher et al., 2011). The model fit

very well, χ2(10) = 7.47, p = 0.68; RMSEA = 0.00; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 1.00;

SRMR‐within = 0.02; SRMR‐between = 0.09. As predicted, group‐

focused leadership was significantly associated with obligation at the

between level (β = 0.58, p < 0.05), controlling for task interdepen-

dence (β = 0.54, p < 0.01). In turn, obligation was significantly associ-

ated with helping (β = 0.58, p < 0.01), which, in turn, was significantly

associated with group performance (β = 0.79, p < 0.01). The indirect

effects were significant as well, with a total indirect effect at the

between level from group‐focused leadership to group performance

of μ = 0.27 (p < 0.05; SE = 0.12; 95% CI [0.04, 0.49]). Furthermore,

we uncovered significant effects at the within level, with group‐

focused leadership predicting obligation (β = 0.37, p < 0.01) and obli-

gation predicting helping (β = 0.39, p < 0.01). The indirect effect at

the within level was also significant from group‐focused leadership

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations of study variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age 37.65 13.45 ‐

2. Tenure with manager 3.22 3.92 0.37** ‐

3. Task interdependence 3.77 0.50 0.06 0.11 (0.87)

4. Group‐focused leadership (group level) 4.40 0.27 0.14* −0.04 −0.06 (0.90)

5. Group‐focused leadership (individual level) 4.40 0.70 0.20** 0.02 0.03 0.39** (0.95)

6. Individual‐focused leadership 4.25 0.79 0.11† 0.02 0.03 0.32** 0.80** (0.93)

7. Obligation 4.20 0.85 0.13* −0.04 0.17** 0.18** 0.40** 0.34** (0.91)

8. Helping 4.48 0.73 0.11† −0.02 0.13* 0.15* 0.21** 0.09 0.39** (0.87)

9. Group performance (group level) 4.70 0.20 0.07 −0.03 0.17** 0.32** 0.12† 0.10 0.17** 0.17** (0.87)

Note. N = 260 at individual level and N = 36 at group level; internal consistency reliabilities appear in parentheses along the diagonal; the correlations
between group‐level scores (group‐focused leadership and group performance) and all other individual‐level variables were calculated by assigning the
same group‐level score to the individual employee group members.
†p < 0.10.

*p < 0.05.

**p < 0.01.

6Thank you to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this adjustment to our

analyses.
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to helping via obligation (μ = 0.14, p < 0.05; SE = 0.03; 95% CI [0.08,

0.20]). Thus, Hypotheses 1b and 2 were fully supported.

Next, Hypothesis 3 predicted that the individual‐focused transfor-

mational leadership would influence helping, moderated by felt obliga-

tion toward the workgroup. We tested this hypothesis using MLM in

SAS Proc Mixed. We included the group means of obligation, individ-

ual‐focused leadership, and group‐focused leadership as controls in

the model, in addition to task interdependence. As seen in TableT3 3,

Model 1, the main effect of felt obligation (γ20 = 0.36, p < 0.01) posi-

tively and significantly predicted helping. The main effect of individ-

ual‐focused leadership was not significantly related to helping

(γ10 = −0.01, ns). In the next step of testing Hypothesis 3, we added

the interaction term, which was positive and significant (Table 3,

Model 2: γ30 = 0.23, p < 0.01). This provided initial support for

Hypothesis 3.

To better understand the nature of the relationship, we plotted

the interaction at ±1 SD of the mean of felt obligation. As seen from

FigureF3 3, at high levels of felt obligation, helping was positively influ-

enced by individual‐focused leadership (simple slope: b = 0.25,

t = 2.60, p = 0.01), whereas at low levels of felt obligation, the slope

between individual‐focused leadership and helping was significantly

negative (simple slope: b = −0.21, t = −2.56, p = 0.01). Thus, Hypoth-

esis 3 was fully supported.7

5 | DISCUSSION

We have argued for more theoretical precision, in both content and

level, for transformational leadership. In a multisource and multilevel

field study, we build on research integrating SIT (Tajfel, 1979) with

the dual‐focused transformational leadership perspective (e.g., X.‐H.

Wang & Howell, 2010). We position group‐focused transformational

leadership as the critical component of transformational leadership in

TABLE 3 Results of multilevel random coefficient modeling for helping (Hypothesis 3)

Predictor variable Model 1 Model 2

Intercept 2.20* (0.92) 1.99* (0.94)

Task interdependence 0.16 (0.10) 0.17† (0.10)

Group mean of group‐focused leadership (γ01) 0.69* (0.33) 0.84* (0.34)

Group mean of individual‐focused leadership (γ02) −0.39 (0.29) −0.54† (0.30)

Group mean of felt obligation (γ03) 0.08 (0.16) 0.10 (0.16)

Individual‐focused leadership (γ10) −0.01 (0.06) 0.02 (0.06)

Felt obligation (γ20) 0.36** (0.06) 0.36** (0.05)

Felt obligation × IFL (γ30) 0.23** (0.07)

AIC 525.10 518.40

Pseudo R2 0.16 0.20

Note. Level 1 N = 260; Level 2 N = 36; pseudo R2 was estimated as the amount of total variance (i.e., both between‐ and within‐group variances) in the
dependent variable accounted for by all the variables in the model together. Unstandardized estimates are presented with standard errors in parentheses.
All variables are analyzed at the individual level unless specified as “group mean of ….” IFL: individual‐focused leadership; AIC: Akaike information criterionQ12 .
†p < 0.10.

*p < 0.05.

**p < 0.01.

7We also ran all analyses without interdependence as a control, and most results

were identical. However, the linkage between group‐focused leadership and

obligation was just outside of the typical significance criterion (p = 0.06). Thus,

given the conceptual importance of interdependence and its significant

correlation with helping, we report all results with it included in the models

(Becker, 2005).

FIGURE 2 Multilevel structural equation
modeling results for Hypotheses 1 and 2.
Standardized coefficients presented. Total
indirect effects for between‐level model from
group‐level group‐focused leadership to
group performance: μ = 0.27* (SE = 0.12, 95%

CI [0.04, 0.49]). Total indirect effects for
within model from individual‐level group‐
focused leadership to helping: μ = .14**
(SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.08, 0.20]). Overall fit:
χ2(10) = 7.47, p = 0.68; RMSEA = 0.00; SRMR‐
within = 0.02; SRMR‐between = 0.09;
CFI = 0.99; TLI = 1.00
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fostering obligation to the workgroup, helping, and group perfor-

mance. In short, our major finding is that group‐focused leadership

and subsequent felt obligation may indeed be the most critical priori-

ties for leaders who wish to foster helping among members of a

workgroup. We found strong mediation effects at both the within

(individual) and between (group) levels of group‐focused leadership

using MSEM. We interpret these findings to suggest that both shared

behavioral norms in the group and individual perceptions of leadership

behaviors directed toward the group are important (i.e., Gonzalez‐

Mule, DeGeest, McCormick, Seong, & Brown, 2014). Thus, the target

of leader behaviors (i.e., the group) may be more important to consider

when studying these relationships, rather than the empirical level at

which the construct of group‐focused leadership is analyzed. On the

contrary, on its own, without an instilled sense of felt obligation to

the workgroup, individual‐focused leadership appears to be insuffi-

cient (and even detrimental) to encourage helping in a workgroup.

5.1 | Theoretical implications

Our results advance the transformational leadership literature in sev-

eral ways. First, we answer calls to provide more conceptual and

empirical specificity for transformational leadership theory

(Schriesheim et al., 2009; van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013; Yammarino

& Bass, 1990). Extending the literature on dual‐focused transforma-

tional leadership (e.g., Dong et al., 2017; Kark & Shamir, 2002; N. Li

et al., 2013; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2012), we apply SIT to theoretically

explain the effects of group‐ versus individual‐focused transforma-

tional leadership behaviors, thus adding to an important area in the

transformational leadership literature (X.‐H. Wang et al., 2011; J. B.

Wu et al., 2010). This builds on Kark and Shamir (2002), answering

calls to theoretically specify the levels at which leadership theory actu-

ally operates (Yammarino & Bass, 1990). Although we did not test SIT

empirically, our theorizing is consistent with and builds upon other

studies that do test the link between transformational leadership and

identity (e.g., Tse & Chiu, 2014) and between identity and employee

and group outcomes (e.g., Johnson & Lord, 2010; Newman et al.,

2016; Tse & Chiu, 2014).

Furthermore, using contemporary multilevel and structural equa-

tion modeling methodologies to test the effects of both group‐ and

individual‐focused transformational leadership behaviors on outcomes

at both levels, we provide clarity about how to measure and analyze

group‐ versus individual‐focused transformational leadership, includ-

ing what dimensions make sense conceptually and empirically. Prior

to X.‐H. Wang and Howell (2010), tests of the dual‐focused model

of transformational leadership had only considered outcomes at one

level, and there was no true multilevel measure (Schriesheim et al.,

2009). We built upon Wang and Howell's work, following Dong

et al.'s (2017) multilevel approach, to conceptualize group‐focused

transformational leadership as comprising three group‐specific dimen-

sions from the full‐range transformational construct (articulating a

group vision, fostering acceptance of group goals, and teambuilding)

and two individual‐specific dimensions (individualized support and

intellectual stimulation). Using MSEM, we found empirical support

for the importance of group‐focused leadership as an antecedent of

helping in the workgroup, and using MLM, we found that individual‐

focused leadership may only positively influence helping behaviors

among group members who feel a sense of obligation to the group.

Furthermore, it appears appropriate to assess group‐focused leader-

ship using a referent shift to the workgroup and to consider both

within‐ and between‐group variances in this construct.

Finally, our finding that felt obligation acts as a mediator of the

effects of group‐focused transformational leadership and a moderator

of the effects of individual‐focused transformational leadership con-

tributes to both the helping and leadership literatures. By specifying

how group‐focused leadership fosters obligation, which in turn pre-

dicts helping and subsequent group behavior, we highlight an impor-

tant mechanism bridging transformational leadership and helping

(e.g., Podsakoff et al., 1990; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010, 2012). In

contrast, when felt obligation is lower (which we found would likely

occur when group‐focused leadership is lower in testing Hypotheses

1 and 2), an individual‐focused transformational leader may be less

able to motivate helping behavior among individuals. Interestingly,

although we did not explicitly hypothesize it, we found a significant

negative relationship between individual‐focused leadership and help-

ing when felt obligation was lower, suggesting that some sort of

group‐focused leadership emphasizing individuals' obligation to the

group may indeed be required to foster helping if the leader is also

highly individually focused. If not present, helping may actually dimin-

ish in the workgroup. Our theorizing about group‐ versus individual‐

focused leadership using SIT may shed light on this unexpected

finding. Namely, we suggested that individual‐focused leadership

may indeed foster a more individual identity. This result suggests that,

in the absence of group‐focused leadership and/or felt obligation (and

corresponding collective identity), individual‐focused leadership may

even demotivate individuals from helping their teammates. Thus, our

approach helps illuminate felt obligation as an important mechanism

and boundary condition for group‐ and individual‐focused leadership

behaviors in impacting individuals and groups and suggests new ave-

nues for future research (e.g., Chen et al., 2007; Dong et al., 2017;

van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013; J. B. Wu et al., 2010). We concur that

FIGURE 3 Two‐way interaction between individual‐focused
leadership and obligation predicting helping (Hypothesis 3). Both
simple slopes are significant at p = 0.01
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the traditional, overarching transformational leadership construct,

when treated as unitary and unilevel, may overlook some important

nuances.

5.2 | Practical implications

Because managers have limited energy and resources, mastering both

group‐ and individual‐focused transformational leadership may not

always be practical or perhaps even needed. Because group‐focused

leadership appears to be the most important transformational leader-

ship factor to encourage obligation and helping, we suggest that this

is an appropriate priority for leaders who cannot do both and who

consider helping a valuable outcome. For instance, in larger or virtual

workgroups where individual attention is hard to give, group‐focused

leadership may be a more efficient way to motivate the group to unite

and contribute to overall group goals together. We also warn

managers that in the absence of felt obligation, increases in individ-

ual‐focused leadership may discourage employees from engaging in

helping. This shows how an “average” score of transformational lead-

ership (in particular, low group‐focused leadership, which we revealed

as an antecedent of felt obligation, and high individual‐focused leader-

ship) may actually be detrimental.

Practically speaking, managers who are concerned about improv-

ing helping within the work unit can consider their own behaviors to

evaluate what messages they are sending about group‐focused prior-

ities. Evaluation of subordinate assumptions and group norms may

also be valuable, while emphasizing teambuilding and workgroup goal

clarification. Leaders may ask group members what they perceive as

priorities, in terms of what types of helping are encouraged, or even

needed. We found that helping was beneficial to group performance

in the groups we studied, and we theorized that this would generalize

to other groups who are at least moderately interdependent (George

& Jones, 1997; Nielsen et al., 2012; Saavedra et al., 1993). Thus, even

managers who do not consider helping a high priority might benefit

from reevaluating that stance. In light of this finding, we advise that

leadership strategies that prioritize a collective group concern be exe-

cuted first to lay the foundation that would encourage employees to

help others. These leadership strategies may take many tangible forms

and need not exclude individual employee concerns. For example, a

leader who emphasizes the potential of an individual employee to

excel and promote quickly might contextualize that praise within the

important impact that the group can make with that employee's

group‐focused contributions. Leaders might also foster a sense of obli-

gation among employees toward the workgroup by highlighting the

benefits of group membership, the value individuals receive from their

workgroup, and normative expectations for strong group cultures.

5.3 | Strengths, limitations, and future directions

Advantages of this study include its multilevel design in a field setting,

utilizing multiple sources of data across multiple time points. A sepa-

rate validation study further confirmed the conceptualization of

group‐focused and individual‐focused transformational leadership,

demonstrating the robustness of our findings. However, our study

did not employ a longitudinal design, so we lack evidence for the

causal nature of the relationships found or assess change in leadership

styles or effects of those over time. We can only discuss associations

and possible implications of those associations.

We acknowledge that our focus on group‐ versus individual‐

focused transformational leadership behaviors did not allow for a

comprehensive deconstruction of the entire transformational leader-

ship construct, which includes other equally important dimensions,

such as role modeling and individual skill development (Dong et al.,

2017; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010). Also, because we did not assess

both group‐ and individual‐focused leadership at both levels, we can-

not make conclusive inferences about the source of the differential

effects we uncovered. To do that, we would need to assess both at

the same levels. The SRMR‐between values were higher than desired

for our multilevel measurement model, which may indicate that group‐

oriented leadership is still perceived by each team member differently,

even though there was enough agreement to justify considering it at

the group level. This may limit our theoretical assumptions about our

model. It could perhaps be remedied by including fewer or other

dimensions at the group level, on which group members would exhibit

more agreement.

A related source of concern might be the fact that all the partici-

pants in our study were from a single organization, employed in a sin-

gle industry, and both the organization and industry are male

dominated. Although this approach allowed us to increase the internal

validity of the results, generalizability of our full model to different

industries, particularly where female employees are better repre-

sented, might not be appropriate. Of course, many industries are still

male dominated, including many STEM fields and skilled labor jobs,

so managers in these industries may find particular value in our results.

Although we used supervisor ratings for group performance as a

multisource dependent variable, all other variables were assessed by

employee self‐reports. Because supervisor ratings of group perfor-

mance could also be biased in their own right, future studies should

strive to include objective performance ratings. Although self‐reports

may be the best source of information on variables such as one's per-

ceptions about the leader and one's own sense of obligation and help-

ing behavior aimed at colleagues and the work unit, and despite the

supportive CMV analyses we conducted, concern about method and

self‐enhancement biases is nevertheless warranted. We did take spe-

cial precautions to minimize biases by temporally separating measures

(through a two‐wave data collection) and performing ML‐CFAs and

an additional validation study, which perhaps reduced the level of con-

cern, but this cannot be eliminated without multisource reports of all

the study variables. This may be a concern especially with variables

such as helping, with respect to which individuals are asked to honestly

report how much they do above and beyond their central job duties.

We were also limited in our ability to use anything other than

agreement scales, per management request. We acknowledge

research that finds that agreement scales may result in subordinates

reporting their own conceptions of what leadership should be, rather

than their actual observations of supervisor's leadership behavior

(Lord & Mayer, 1993). To remedy this, whenever possible, future

research should use frequency scales or other methods to more objec-

tively assess the demonstration of specific leadership behaviors and

associated variables, including helping.
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Despite the above limitations, our results have a number of posi-

tive applications, both practical and theoretical, as well as providing an

outline for future research. More research emphasizing the group‐

versus individual‐focused behaviors (e.g., Dong et al., 2017; G. Li

et al., 2014; J. B. Wu et al., 2010) for transformational leadership

and other leadership styles (such as LMXQ13 and empowering or servant

leadership) stands to add valuable insight to theory and practice. The

transformational leadership area could lead the way across leadership

research, as other areas have a similar overemphasis on one level of

analysis. In a similar manner, the full‐range model of leadership has

been enriched by instrumental leadership, defined as “enactment of

leader expert knowledge to ensure organizational goal attainment”

(Antonakis & House, 2014, p. 749)8 with potential implications of this

leadership style at both group and individual levels. Yet research is still

needed to differentiate and explain the idiosyncratic and joint effects

of this and other leadership styles at different levels. This applies to

the effects of differentiated individualized leadership behaviors as

well, which may have different effects than even consistent individu-

alized leadership behaviors (i.e., where everyone in the group receives

the same treatment from the leader).

We also call for additional research on the explicit processes

through which a broader range of leadership behaviors influences indi-

vidual and group outcomes. For instance, instrumental leadership adds

more task‐oriented or initiating structure dimensions to the full‐range

leadership model, which can shed better insight into in‐role and extra‐

role performance (Antonakis & House, 2014). Considering these

dimensions at the group versus individual levels, as the dual‐focused

model of transformational leadership aims to do, would shed light on

the way specific individual‐ and group‐focused behaviors and out-

comes are linked (Dong et al., 2017; X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2012).

For example, individual‐focused leaders who engage in skill develop-

ment with subordinates might reduce the need for helping. Comparing

differential effects of group‐ versus individual‐focused leadership

behaviors on other individual‐level mechanisms leading to outcomes,

such as helping and group performance, would also be valuable. These

insights can only be achieved by considering more dimensions of lead-

ership and outcomes at both levels.

Further, as Colquitt, Baer, Long, and Halvorsen‐Ganepola (2014)

noted, scholars should explicitly examine the exchange‐related out-

comes of certain leader behaviors, such as obligation, cynicism, quality

of relationship, or engagement, rather than simply assuming we know

what happens psychologically to induce desired behaviors. Focusing

on characteristics of the follower as they engage with leaders may

add insight to this (e.g., Howell & Shamir, 2005). Related to these

ideas, group culture and cohesion are important mediators to consider

in future research building on this work; highly cohesive groups likely

have a strong culture of helping one another, and the influence of

leadership may be less important than in less cohesive environments.

An affiliation climate developing as a result of group‐focused leader-

ship may also be an important mechanism to consider (LiQ14 et al., 2011).

Finally, explicitly testing SIT by measuring collective, relational,

and individual identities in conjunction with the above ideas would

be valuable as well and would build on a steadily growing body of

literature that combines SIT and transformational leadership to grow

theory in this important area. For instance, Kark et al. (2003) found

that overall transformational leadership (considered at the group

level) was more strongly related to personal identification than social

(i.e., group/collective) identity. Only one study to our knowledge pro-

vides empirical evidence of the linkage between group‐focused

aspects of transformational leadership and collective identity (Tse &

Chiu, 2014), although there is strong theoretical basis for this linkage

(X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2012). Thus, further deconstruction of the

transformational leadership construct with SIT would provide much‐

needed empirical evidence on the nuances of these linkages. Finally,

explicitly assessing resource allocation perceptions and strategies used

by subordinates as they engage in‐role versus extra‐role behaviors

would help shed light on follower reactions to a range of leader behav-

iors and the degree to which resources are split between extra‐role

and in‐role performance (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989).

In conclusion, continued efforts to hone our understanding of the

differential effects of group‐ versus individual‐focused leadership

behaviors will serve to further advance this important conversation

about how to simultaneously motivate and empower groups and the

members within them. We urge researchers to build on our results

to offer further theoretical and empirical precision about different

leadership constructs and their differential relationships with con-

structs at group versus individual levels.
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APPENDIX A

A.1 | Validation tests for group‐ and individual‐
focused transformational leadership scales

To validate the specific group‐ and individual‐focused transformational

leadership dimensionswe chose, we conducted a supplementary valida-

tion study. In this study, we assessed the same dimensions from the

established Podsakoff et al. (1990) transformational leadership scale

as included in our primary study (e.g., individualized support and intel-

lectual stimulation for individual‐focused leadership and articulating a

vision, gaining acceptance of group goals, and teambuilding for group‐

focused leadership) and the full X.‐H. Wang and Howell (2010) dual‐

focused transformational leadership scale. Our aim with this supple-

mentary study was to show that the measurement model for group‐

and individual‐focused leadership was similar as in our study and to

show that the dimensions we used for our study were highly correlated

with the full group‐ and individual‐focused leadership subscales from

Wang and Howell's dual‐focused transformational leadership measure.

A.2 | Sample

We collected data from 368 undergraduate business students in a par-

ticipant pool at amedium‐sizedMid‐Atlantic University. Students in this

participant pool complete various research studies for course credit

throughout the year. Our particular online survey asked students to

report leadership behaviors of their direct supervisor in their current

or most recent job (within the past year). They were allowed to report

on jobs that were either paid or unpaid, including structured volunteer

roles in which they reported to a specific supervisor. Student athletes

who could not hold other jobs (due to demanding schedules associated

with playing a college sport) were allowed to report on the dynamics

with their coach as a leader. If students had no work experience of any

of these types, theywere not eligible to participate in this survey. Unlike

our primary study, we did not have respondents whowere grouped into

teams, so all statistics were calculated using individual‐level data only.

Of the final 368 students in the sample, 73% reported on a paid

job (average pay $15.40/hr; range $6–$41), 12% on an unpaid intern-

ship or volunteer position, and 12% were athletes reporting on their

coach's leadership behaviors; 68% of these reported on a role that

was somewhat or directly related to their future career goals. Average

time worked was 25.7 hr weekly (range 3–65), average tenure with

the leader was 6.6 months (range 0–62 months), and average age

was 19.8 years, and 55% were male.

A.3 | Measures

In order to assess the validity of our measures, we included measures

for the full X.‐H. Wang and Howell (2010) and Podsakoff et al. (1990)
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transformational leadership scales in addition to our specific items

from our primary study. We also included the fullQ16 Eisenberger et al.

(2001) obligation scale and Podsakoff et al. (1997) helping scale in

conjunction with the measures of these constructs from our primary

study. See Figure A1 for a full list of the items we used in our primary

study and again in this validation study (which we refer to as “current

study” in all the tables). All measures used a 5‐point response scale

(5 = strongly agree).

FIGURE A1 Items from the current study

TABLE A1 Comparison ofQ18 leadership scales measurement models

Model Factor χ2 df Δχ2 RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Dong et al. (2017) Two‐factor model 15.88 8 0.05 0.03 0.99 0.98

One‐factor model 210.44 9 104.76** 0.18 0.08 0.90 0.84

X.‐H. Wang and Howell (2010) Two‐factor model 31.26 8 0.09 0.25 0.98 0.97

One‐factor model 136.70 9 105.44** 0.20 0.05 0.92 0.87

Current study Two‐factor model 22.07 4 1.14 0.08 0.02 0.99 0.96

One‐factor model 23.21 5 1.14 0.10 0.03 0.97 0.95

Note. N = 368.

**p < 0.01.

TABLE A2 Descriptive statistics of group‐focused leadership
measures

Variable M SD 1 2

1. GFL (Dong et al., 2017) 3.81 0.88

2. GFL (current study) 3.89 0.89 0.95**

3. GFL (X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010) 3.90 0.82 0.87** 0.90**

Note. N = 368. Shaded areas highlight correlations of similar scales (i.e., IFL
or GFL). GFL: group‐focused leadership; IFL: individual‐focused leadership.

**p < 0.01.

TABLE A3 Descriptive statistics of individual‐focused leadership
measures

Variable M SD 1 2

1. IFL (Dong et al., 2017) 3.80 0.70

2. IFL (current study) 4.01 0.91 0.88**

3. IFL (X.‐H. Wang & Howell, 2010) 3.93 0.82 0.78** 0.83**

Note. N = 368. Shaded areas highlight correlations of similar scales (i.e., IFL
or GFL). IFL: individual‐focused leadership; GFL: group‐focused leadership.

**p < 0.01.
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A.4 | Results

First, because all constructs were self‐report at the same time point in

this validation study, we acknowledge CMV may be a concern. Thus,

we followed the same procedures as in the primary study to assess

CMV. Namely, we used individual risk propensity (risk propensity

scale: Meertens & Lion, 2008) asQ17 a self‐assessed “marker variable”

(Lindell & Whitney, 2001) and estimated the correlations between this

variable and the indicators of the variables of interest to our study.

None of the correlations (ranging between −0.10 and 0.03) was signif-

icant, which, we concluded, added additional strength to the results of

our validation study.

Next, we conducted a CFA comparing a one‐factor model to a

two‐factor model for our measures and the full X.‐H. Wang and

Howell (2010) and Podsakoff et al. (1990) measures (see Table A1).

Confirming our conceptualization of these constructs, the two‐factor

model exhibited a better fit to the data for all three measures. Next,

we calculated the correlations of the leadership scales we used with

the full X.‐H. Wang and Howell and Podsakoff et al. measures (see

Tables A2 and A3). As shown there in the shaded sections, measures

were comparable and highly correlated, suggesting that our measures

showed an acceptable level of validity.

Finally, we calculated correlations of the other study variables we

used, comparing our scales with the full previously published scales

(see Table A4). Again, the shaded cells show high correlations, which

we interpret to mean favorable overlap between those full published

measures and our shortened measures.

In sum, this validation study provides evidence of the validity of

our measures compared with previously published measures, lending

to more credibility of the results of our primary study and most impor-

tantly, our operationalization of group‐ and individual‐focused trans-

formational leadership.

TABLE A4 Descriptive statistics of nonleadership measures

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Felt obligation (Eisenberger et al., 2001) 3.96 0.71

2. Felt obligation (current study) 4.03 0.67 0.80**

3. Helping (Podsakoff et al., 1997) 3.81 0.56 0.61** 0.60**

4. Helping (current study) 3.81 0.71 0.57** 0.55** 0.78**

5. Task interdependence 3.53 1.05 0.44** 0.30** 0.32** 0.32**

Note. N = 355. Shaded areas highlight correlations of similar scales.

**p < 0.01.
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