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Purpose: Drawing on the uncertainty management theory, this study explores the relation-
ships between paradoxical leader behaviors (PLB) and followers perceptions of overall 
justice and organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB), as well as the mediating role of 
two components of followers perceptions of renqing (affective interaction and discretionary 
consideration) and the moderating role of trait agreeableness.
Methods: This study employed two-wave surveys with the aim of reducing the potential 
risk of common method bias. Participants were 325 employees from seven enterprises 
located in Northern and Southwest China. A moderated-mediation path analysis based on 
Hayes’ Process Model was performed in AMOS to examine the hypotheses.
Results: Results from two-wave surveys of 325 Chinese employees indicated that PLB is 
positively related to followers perceptions of overall justice. Two components of followers 
perceptions of renqing significantly mediate the relationship between PLB and overall 
justice. Moreover, two components of perceptions of renqing and overall justice exert 
a serial mediation effect in the relationship of PLB and OCB. More importantly, followers 
trait agreeableness strengthens the effects of affective interaction on overall justice.
Conclusion: This study advances the current understandings of the influencing mechanisms 
between PLB and followers overall justice perceptions and OCB. It is suggested that leaders 
PLB will facilitate two components of followers perceptions of renqing first, then boost their 
perceptions of overall justice, which in turn leading to more OCB, especially for those 
followers who endorse more agreeableness.
Keywords: paradoxical leader behaviors, perception of renqing, overall justice, 
organizational citizenship behaviors, trait agreeableness

Introduction
Overall justice, defined as the extent to which employees perceive the justice of 
their organization as a whole,1,2 has been widely recognized as one crucial variable 
in the organizational settings. Numerous studies have confirmed that employees 
overall justice perceptions substantially affect their following attitudes and beha-
viors, such as job satisfaction, commitment, turnover intention,3 perceptions of 
organizational support,4 emotional exhaustion,5 task performance, organizational 
citizenship behaviors (OCB3), silence,6 and creativity.1 Considering the great 
importance of overall justice, an increasing number of studies have attempted to 
identify its antecedents. For example, research demonstrated that overall justice 
perceptions could be triggered by several individual and organizational factors 
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including fairness propensity and fairness anchor,7 job 
insecurity,8 perceptions of distributive, procedural, inter-
actional, and informational justice,9,10 as well as organiza-
tional trust,11 and corporate social responsibility.12

In addition, followers tend to interpret their leaders 
behaviors as providing information about the organiza-
tion’s intentions and commitment,13 since leaders are 
usually regarded as key agents of the organization.14 

Previous work has identified the critical role of various 
leaderships in affecting followers perceptions of overall 
justice, such as supervisor’s charismatic qualities,10 pater-
nalistic leadership,15 and servant leadership.16 However, 
what remains unknown is the effect of paradoxical leader 
behavior (PLB), a typical Eastern-culture-rooted leader-
ship construct, on followers perceptions of overall justice 
and their following behaviors.

PLB represents “leader behaviors that are seemingly 
competing, yet interrelated, to meet competing workplace 
demands simultaneously and over time”.17 It manifests in 
five “both-and” behavioral dimensions: (1) treating subordi-
nates uniformly, while also allowing for individualization; 
(2) combining self-centeredness with other-centeredness; (3) 
maintaining decision control, while also allowing autonomy; 
(4) enforcing work requirements, while also allowing for 
flexibility; and (5) maintaining both distance and 
closeness.17 The core tenet of PLB is to respond to the 
paradoxical challenges and tensions in the organizational 
systems.18

PLB has primarily been associated with several positive 
employee outcomes.17,19 Apart from these studies, Tripathi 
et al (2018), on the contrary, found that the “both-and” 
essence of PLB challenges employees need for consistency 
and certainty, triggering defensive and counterproductive 
behavior.20 Indeed, Tripathi et al (2018) have spotlighted 
PLB’s potential for triggering employee uncertainty which 
in turn may elicit negative behavior, but to date, we are not 
aware of any published studies explaining why positive 
effects of PLB on employee outcomes have been repeatedly 
found in Chinese organizational settings even with the 
uncertainty tensions, and what cultural norms and values 
have impacts on these relationships.20 Hence, in this study, 
we drew on the theory of uncertainty management to 
address the above gaps in the literature.

Uncertainty management theory suggests that “uncer-
tainty can prompt people’s heuristic processing of fairness 
information”21 and their fairness judgement “is greatly 
affected by the notion of whether the event violates or 
bolsters their cultural norms and values”.22,23 Given that 

PLB incorporate five unpredictable “both-and” dimensions 
which may trigger followers’ uncertainty,20 employees 
who follow PLB leaders tend to rely on their cultural 
norms to first form fairness judgment and then to guide 
their following social behaviors,21 such as organizational 
citizenship behavior (OCB3).

In particular, this study introduces one specific notion 
of Chinese culture — renqing, — to explore the effect of 
PLB on followers’ fairness judgment and OCB. Renqing 
connotes a set of social norms that requires people to 
conduct proper social actions, and to show appropriate 
emotional feelings for others.24,25 In organizational set-
tings, Ren et al (2021) defined perceptions of renqing as 
the extent to which employees perceive that people’s 
actions in their organizations follow the renqing norm.15 

It incorporates two components: affective interaction and 
discretionary consideration. The former focuses on the 
interpersonal interactions while the latter centers upon 
the managerial practices within the workplace.

The renqing norm requires people to treat others gener-
ously and charitably in their interactions,26 and meanwhile, it 
demands leaders to show flexibility27 rather than uniformity 
in the managerial practices, which are essentially in line with 
Chinese traditional mindset of yin-yang philosophy that 
“views the world as being holistic, dynamic, and 
dialectical”.28 Given that PLB was fundamentally conceptua-
lized in yin-yang perspectives,17 it is reasonable to propose 
that PLB is positively associated with followers’ perceptions 
of affective interaction and discretionary consideration (ie, 
two components of perceptions of renqing), which in turn 
leads to a higher fairness judgment and more OCB.

In addition, prior studies verified the significant asso-
ciation between employees’ organizational justice percep-
tions and five-factor model personality traits; among them, 
agreeableness is one critical factor.29 Agreeableness is 
characterized by trust in and sympathy towards others.30 

Agreeable individuals are more likely to be high in proso-
cial and functional tendencies (eg, conducting more OCB) 
due to their high interpersonal sensitivity.31 Although 
practicing and respecting the renqing norm is shown to 
be stronger in China than in other countries, within-culture 
individual differences are also robust.25,32 Therefore, we 
argue that followers’ agreeableness serves as a moderator 
in the relationship linking two components of perceptions 
of renqing and overall justice.

Drawing on the uncertainty management theory, we 
proposed and examined a moderated mediation model 
linking PLB to followers overall justice perceptions and 
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OCB. The main contributions of this study are: (1) we 
examined the effect of PLB on followers perceptions of 
overall justice; (2) we found the mediating role of two 
components of perceptions of renqing linking PLB to 
overall justice; (3) we explored the serial mediating role 
of two components of perceptions of renqing and overall 
justice in the relationship between PLB and OCB; and (4) 
we revealed the moderating effect of agreeableness in the 
association between two components of perceptions of 
renqing and overall justice.

In so doing, we begin with the review of the focal 
variables to propose the moderated mediation model and 
hypotheses. Then we examine these hypotheses with two- 
wave surveys of employees from seven enterprises located 
in Northern and Southwest China. Finally, we discuss the 
theoretical and practical implications as well as limitations 
and future directions of our findings.

Theoretical Background and 
Hypotheses
PLB and Followers Perceptions of Overall 
Justice
As we introduced before, PLB has five “both-and” beha-
vioral dimensions. The typical leader behaviors in each 
dimension were (1) “uses a fair approach to treat all 
subordinates uniformly, but also treats them as indivi-
duals”; (2) “shows a desire to lead, but allows others to 
share the leadership role”; (3) “controls important work 
issues, but allows subordinates to handle details”; (4) 
“stresses conformity in task performance, but allows for 
exceptions”; and (5) “keeps distance from subordinates, 
but does not remain aloof”.17

PLB has been confirmed to exert positive effects on 
Chinese employees outcomes, including psychological 
capital,18 psychological safety,19 engagement,33 proficient, 
adaptive, and proactive behavior,17 performance,34 and 
creativity.35 However, as every coin has two sides, Tripathi 
et al (2018) cautioned that the “both-and” essence of PLB 
may trigger followers feeling of uncertainty resulting in their 
defensive and counterproductive behavior.20 In this regard, 
we draw on uncertainty management theory to examine the 
effect of PLB on followers perceptions of overall justice.

Uncertainty management theory depicts that “when 
people feel uncertain or when they attend to the uncertain 
aspects of their worlds they have especially strong con-
cerns about fairness”.21 Accordingly, we believe that 
employees whose leader evidences more PLB are prone 

to stronger concerns about justice. Given the fact that 
managers are often seen as core agents of the 
organization,14 followers tend to interpret leader behaviors 
to form a judgement of overall justice of their organiza-
tion. In addition, Bos et al (2005; 2010) further identified 
a key facet underlying uncertainty management proces-
sing: people tend to form a fairness judgment when they 
subjectively believe that the situations or the events are in 
line with their cultural norms.22,23 Given that PLB has 
roots in a Chinese traditional mindset,17 it is reasonable 
to predict a positive association of PLB with followers 
perceptions of overall justice. Therefore, we propose:

H1. PLB is positively associated with followers percep-
tions of overall justice;

The Serial Mediating Role of Followers 
Perceptions of Renqing and Overall Justice
Uncertainty management theory presents a potential link-
ing path in which PLB, as an antecedent, first stimulate 
followers feeling of uncertainty, then strengthen their con-
cerns about justice, and finally guide their following beha-
viors. In particular, as defined by Bos et al (2005; 2010), 
the key facet of people’s fairness judgement is whether the 
event such as leader behaviors like PLB accord with their 
cultural norms and values.22,23 This study introduce 
a Chinese culturally-specific notion: renqing. Note that 
there is no direct English-language translation of 
renqing.15

Renqing manifests in every sphere of Chinese people’s 
social life26,36 and connotes a set of social norms.24,25 In 
Chinese organizations, employees perceptions of renqing 
incorporate two components: affective interaction and dis-
cretionary consideration.15 The renqing norm requires 
people to conduct proper social actions, and to show 
positive emotional feelings for others, which is practiced 
by helping, caring for others, and showing sympathy.26 In 
addition, to follow the renqing norm, Chinese managers 
are encouraged to show flexibility27 rather than uniformity, 
which somewhat manifest in leaders “both-and” behaviors 
as PLB. Therefore, it is reasonable to propose that PLB is 
in accordance with Chinese cultural norms of renqing, 
which in turn, leads to a higher fairness judgment.

OCB, defined as “individuals discretionary or extra-role 
behaviors aiming to facilitate organizational functioning, 
which are usually not included in the formal reward 
system”,37 has been identified as one critical outcome variable 
in the management literature.38 Generally, feeling that one has 
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been treated fairly typically leads to positive behaviors such as 
OCB.3 Taken together, we argue that two components of 
followers perceptions of renqing (ie, affective interaction 
and discretionary consideration) and perceptions of overall 
justice serve as serial mediators in linking PLB to OCB.

H2. Two components of perceptions of renqing (ie, affec-
tive interaction and discretionary consideration) simulta-
neously mediate the relationship between PLB and 
followers perceptions of overall justice.

H3: Two components of perceptions of renqing (ie, affec-
tive interaction and discretionary consideration) and per-
ceptions of overall justice serially mediate the relationship 
of PLB with followers OCB.

The Moderating Role of Followers Trait 
Agreeableness
Agreeableness, as one of the five factors personality traits, 
is featured with trust in and sympathy towards others.30 

Agreeable individuals are regarded as high interpersonal 
sensitivity, and thus more prosocial attitudes and 
behaviors.31 For example, Törnroos et al (2019) found 
that agreeableness relates positively to procedural and 
interactional justice.29 Given the fact that there exist 
great within-culture individual differences in respecting 
and practicing the renqing norm,25,32 we believe that fol-
lowers agreeableness serves as a moderator in the relation-
ship linking two components of perceptions of renqing and 
overall justice. In particular, we argue that when perceiv-
ing a high level of perceptions of renqing at the workplace, 
agreeable employees may be more prone to stronger jus-
tice perceptions through their high sensitivity to the inter-
personal interactions (ie, affective interaction) and 
managerial practices (discretionary consideration) charac-
terized by helping, caring for others, showing sympathy, 
and flexibility. Hence, we propose:

H4. Trait agreeableness strengthens the effects of two 
components of followers perceptions of renqing (ie, affec-
tive interaction and discretionary consideration) on their 
perceptions of overall justice.

Methods
Participants and Procedure
This study, as one part of a large research project on the 
antecedents and consequences of perceptions of renqing in 
the workplace, recruited 600 participants working in seven 

enterprises located in Northern and Southwest China. Two 
waves of data were collected with the aim of reducing the 
potential risk of common method bias.39 Questionnaires 
were distributed to the employees with the assistance of 
human resources managers in each company. To assure 
confidentiality, and to reduce participants’ potential con-
cerns about being evaluated, each questionnaire was 
enclosed within an envelope, and participants were 
informed that immediately after completing the question-
naire, they should put it back in the envelope, seal it, and 
then give it to their human resources manager who was 
collecting data on site.

In the first wave of surveys, a total of 530 employees 
reported their perceptions of the leaders PLB and their 
own trait agreeableness and demographic information, 
with a response rate of 88.3%. Two weeks later, question-
naires for measuring perceptions of renqing, overall jus-
tice, and OCB were administered to the employees who 
completed the first survey, with the help of the human 
resources managers; 464 were returned (77.3%), of 
which 361 responses were matched with the first survey. 
Excluding the incomplete ones, the final sample pool con-
tained 325 valid responses. Of the 325 employees, 66% 
were male. Their average age was 33.8, and the average 
organizational tenure was 9.6 years. 54.7% of them had 
a university degree or above. 44.5% of the participants 
occupied managerial positions. 65.5% worked in state- 
owned enterprises, with the rest working in private- 
owned or foreign owned companies.

Measures
All key variables were rated using a six-point Likert-type 
scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree) to 
avoid the central tendency bias found among Chinese 
respondents.40 We employed translation and back- 
translation procedures as suggested by Brislin (1986) to 
translate all English items into Chinese.41

PLB
PLB was measured with 22 items developed and validated 
by Zhang et al (2015).17 This scale has good convergent 
and divergent validity, as well as predictive validity on 
multiple performance criteria.17 Five sample items of each 
dimension are: “Uses a fair approach to treat all subordi-
nates uniformly, but also treats them as individuals”; 
“Shows a desire to lead, but allows others to share the 
leadership role”; “Controls important work issues, but 
allows subordinates to handle details”; “Stresses 
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conformity in task performance, but allows for excep-
tions”; and “Keeps distance from subordinates, but does 
not remain aloof”. The Cronbach’s α of this scale was 
0.951.

Agreeableness
We used the four-item scale of agreeableness from the 20- 
item Mini International Personality Item Pool developed 
by Donnellan et al (2006).42 The Mini-IPIP is derived 
from the 50-item IPIP-Five Factor Model developed by 
Goldberg (1999).43 In this study, the Cronbach’s α for 
these four items was 0.606, just meeting the minimum 
level of 0.60 for acceptable reliability according to 
Nunnally (1967).44

Perceptions of Renqing
The measure of perceptions of renqing was taken from 
Ren et al (2020).45 The scale consists of two dimensions: 
affective interaction (9 items) and discretionary considera-
tion (5 items). One sample item of affective interaction is 
“If an employee or an employee’s family is sick, the 
supervisor and coworkers will visit the patient and express 
their concerns”, and that of discretionary consideration is 
“In managerial practices, my organization will consider 
the special situations faced by the employees rather than 
impose uniformity in all cases”. The Cronbach’s αs for 
affective interaction and discretionary consideration were 
0.914 and 0.841, respectively.

Overall Justice
The 3-item scale of overall justice developed by Kim and 
Leung (2007) was adopted.2 One sample item was 
“Overall, I believe I receive fair treatment from this orga-
nization”. The Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.928.

OCB
OCB was assessed with a 16-item scale developed by Lee 
and Allen (2002).38 Two sample items of each dimension 
are “Help others who have been absent” and “Keep up 
with developments in the organization”. The Cronbach’s α 
of this scale was 0.950.

Control Variables
On the basis of previous studies of overall justice10 and 
OCB,46 this study included individual’s demographic vari-
ables as control variables, such as sex, age, organizational 
tenure, education level, and position in the organization. 
The education level was measured by five categories: 
middle school or below, high school, college, university, 
and postgraduate; position in the organization as four 

types: employees, junior manager, middle manager, and 
senior manager. Adding these controls did not alter the 
results of our tests. Accordingly, we followed suggested 
recommendations regarding the use of control 
variables,10,47 and did not include these variables in our 
final analyses.

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and 
Common Method Variance (CMV) 
Caution
Prior to testing our hypotheses, a series of CFA procedures 
were employed to evaluate the distinctiveness among the 
variables. perceptions of renqing contains two dimensions. 
The baseline model was a six-factor measurement model 
with PLB, affective interaction, discretionary considera-
tion, agreeableness, overall justice, and OCB. To reduce 
inflated measurement errors resulting from multiple items 
for the latent variable,48 consistent with previous 
research,49 five-item parcels were created for PLB in line 
with its five dimensions; similarly, two-item parcels were 
created for OCB in line with its two dimensions. Using 
data obtained from the two-wave surveys, we examined 
four alternative models against the baseline six-factor 
model (Model 1). As shown in Table 1, Model 1 fitted 
the data well (χ2/df = 2.239, SRMR = 0.052, RMSEA = 
0.062, CFI = 0.928, IFI = 0.928, NNFI = 0.919) and 
provided substantial improvement in fit indices over alter-
native models (Model 2–5).

For the use of self-report questionnaires, it is essential 
to detect whether there exists serious CMV. As recom-
mended by Podsakoff et al (2003),39 the unmeasured latent 
method factor technique was applied to examine the 
degree of CMV. We constructed a latent factor called 
“CMV” by loading all indices of affective interaction, 
discretionary consideration, agreeableness, and overall jus-
tice, and five-item parcels of PLB and two-item parcels of 
OCB. Results revealed that the seven-factor measurement 
model regarding the CMV factor and key variables 
(χ2=660.398 df = 307, χ2/df = 2.151, SRMR = 0.048, 
RMSEA = 0.060, CFI = 0.939, IFI = 0.939, NNFI = 
0.924) fit the data better than the baseline six-factor 
model, but the improvement of the goodness of fit was 
slight (Δχ2 = 89.688, Δdf = 28, p<0.05). Additionally, we 
calculated the average variance extracted (AVE) by the 
“CMV”, and it was 0.34, which was below the cutoff 
(0.50) to identify the presence of a latent construct.50 In 
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conclusion, even though CMV may exist, we believe it 
does not undermine the research validity of this study.

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 displays the means, standard deviations, and cor-
relations among all variables. We find that key variables, 
ie, PLB, affective interaction, discretionary consideration, 
agreeableness, overall justice, and OCB, are positively 
related to each other, offering preliminary evidence for 
our hypotheses.

Hypotheses Testing
To examine our hypotheses, a moderated-mediation path ana-
lysis based on Hayes’ Process Model was performed in 
AMOS. As recommended, we employed a bootstrapping ana-
lysis with 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals based on 

10,000 samples to determine the significance of indirect and 
conditional effects. The standardized path’s coefficients are 
shown in Figure 1. The hypothesized path model reported an 
excellent fit to the data (χ2=6.271, df = 314, χ2/df = 2.727, 
RMSEA = 0.073, CFI = 0.903, IFI = 0.904), explaining 31.7% 
of affective interaction variance, 49.1% of discretionary con-
sideration variance, 42.0% of overall justice variance and 
29.6% of OCB variance.

Hypothesis 1 assumed that leader’s PLB is positively 
related to followers perceptions of overall justice. Results 
indicated that the effect of PLB on perceptions of overall 
justice (β = 0.496, CI: [0.399, 0.585]) was significantly 
positive, which provided support for Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 postulated that two components of followers 
perceptions of renqing (ie, affective interaction and discretion-
ary consideration) mediate the relationship between PLB and 

Table 1 Results of CFAs: Comparison of Alternative Measurement Models

Models Factors χ2(df) χ2/df Δχ2(Δdf) SRMR RMSEA CFI IFI NNFI

1 Six factors: PLB, AI, DC, Agreeableness, 
overall justice, OCB

750.086 
(335)

2.239*** 0.052 0.062 0.928 0.928 0.919

2 Five factors: AI and DC combined into one 
factor

969.830 
(340)

2.852*** 219.744*** 
(5)

0.060 0.076 0.891 0.891 0.878

3 Four factors: AI and DC, overall justice and 
OCB combined into one factor, respectively

1362.519 
(344)

3.961*** 612.433*** 
(9)

0.101 0.096 0.823 0.824 0.806

4 Three factors: AI, DC, overall justice and 

OCB combined into one factor

1640.346 

(347)

4.727*** 890.260*** 

(12)

0.075 0.107 0.775 0.776 0.755

5 One factor: six factors combined into one 

factor

2406.625 

(350)

6.876*** 1656.539*** 

(15)

0.096 0.135 0.643 0.644 0.614

Note: ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: AI, affective interaction; DC, discretionary consideration.

Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 Sex 1.34 0.47

2 Age 33.77 8.26 −0.171**

3 Organizational tenure 9.61 8.99 −0.143* 0.853**

4 Education 3.35 1.03 0.177** −0.409** −0.337**

5 Position 1.55 0.67 −0.122* 0.251** 0.187** 0.238**

6 PLB 4.21 0.91 −0.026 0.043 −0.013 0.037 0.101

7 AI 4.50 0.91 −0.142* 0.133* 0.136* −0.051 0.111* 0.602**

8 DC 4.14 0.92 −0.162** 0.072 0.089 −0.035 0.064 0.436** 0.646**

9 Agreeableness 4.32 0.79 0.058 −0.007 −0.007 0.096 0.068 0.242** 0.287** 0.115*

10 Overall justice 4.18 1.13 −0.097 0.112* 0.140* −0.116* 0.036 0.460** 0.589** 0.444** 0.172**

11 OCB 4.65 0.77 −0.103 0.205** 0.199** −0.027 0.192** 0.383** 0.652** 0.597** 0.321** 0.399**

Notes: **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
Abbreviations: AI, affective interaction; DC, discretionary consideration.

https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S324460                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

DovePress                                                                                                                         

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2021:14 1308

Ren and Yang                                                                                                                                                         Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


overall justice. The indirect effect was significant 
(effect = 0.433, CI: [0.317, 0.579]), indicating that 
Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Hypothesis 3 proposed a series-linking path from PLB to 
OCB mediated by affective interaction, discretionary consid-
eration, and overall justice. The bootstrapping result indicated 
a significant indirect effect of PLB on OCB (effect = 0.150, CI: 
[0.069, 0.239]), thus supporting Hypothesis 3.

To test hypothesis 4, we constructed the interaction 
term between centered values of two components of 
perceptions of renqing and agreeableness, ie, affective 
interaction × agreeableness and discretionary considera-
tion × agreeableness. The results showed that the inter-
action term of affective interaction × agreeableness was 
significant (β = 0.155, CI: [0.014, 0.317]) while that of 
discretionary consideration × agreeableness was not sig-
nificant (β = −0.061, CI: [−0.221, 0.086]).

To further explicate this interaction, we followed 
Aiken and West’s (1991) suggestion to draw separate 
plots for employees whose scores were one SD below 
and above the mean of agreeableness.51 Figure 2 shows 
the interaction effect between affective interaction and 
agreeableness on overall justice. The relationship 
between affective interaction and overall justice was 
positive and significant for the employees endorsing 
higher trait agreeableness (estimate = 0.583, p = 0.000, 
CI: [0.396, 0.740]). However, for the employees whose 
trait agreeableness was low, the relation of affective 
interaction with overall justice was weakened and still 
significant (estimate = 0.335, p = 0.015, CI: [0.067, 
0.574]). Hence, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Discussion
The present study proposed and examined a moderated 
mediation mechanism underlying the effect of PLB on 
followers overall justice perceptions and OCB. In particu-
lar, we found a positive association between PLB and 
followers perceptions of overall justice, and more impor-
tantly, we revealed a mediating path of two components of 
perceptions of renqing in this association. Additionally, the 
results also indicated a serial mediating effect of two 
components of follower perceptions of renqing (ie, affec-
tive interaction and discretionary consideration) and per-
ceptions of overall justice linking PLB to OCB. 
Furthermore, we found that trait agreeableness plays 

Figure 1 Results of the moderated mediation path model analysis. 
Notes: Standardized coefficients were presented. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

Figure 2 The interactive effect of AI (affective interaction) and agreeableness on 
overall justice.
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a significant moderating role in the effects of affective 
interaction on overall justice, but not in that of discretion-
ary consideration on overall justice.

Theoretical Contributions
First, we found a positive association between PLB and 
followers perceptions of overall justice. This finding is 
consistent with previous work suggesting that Chinese 
traditional culture based leadership, eg, paternalistic 
leadership,15 will positively relate to employees percep-
tions of overall justice in Chinese organizational settings. 
Our study is among the first to spotlight the relationship of 
PLB with perceptions of overall justice, and provides 
a novel insight into why positive outcomes of PLB are 
repeatedly found in Chinese workplace by drawing on the 
theory of uncertainty management.

Second, this study demonstrated that two components 
of followers perceptions of renqing (ie, affective interac-
tion and discretionary consideration) mediate the relation-
ship between PLB and overall justice. This finding can be 
explicated by uncertainty management theory.23 

Specifically, although PLB, with its “both-and” feature, 
seems unpredictable and provokes followers feeling of 
uncertainty, it is particularly in line with Chinese cultural 
norm of renqing, which in turn facilitates followers per-
ceptions of overall justice. As no previous work was found 
to examine the process mechanisms underlying the effects 
of PLB on overall justice, our study addresses this gap in 
the literature and advances our understanding of the med-
iating role of two components of perceptions of renqing 
linking PLB to overall justice in the perspective of uncer-
tainty management theory.

Third, and more importantly, our study identified 
a serial mediating effect of two components of perceptions 
of renqing and overall justice in the relationship between 
PLB and OCB. This finding largely supports the reasoning 
that uncertainty management theory21,22 would predict, 
providing the empirical evidence for adopting uncertainty 
management theory as an overarching framework to 
account for the positive process mechanism from PLB to 
two components of perceptions of renqing and overall 
justice, and to OCB. Our study responds to a strong call 
made by Duan (2019) in his review of uncertainty man-
agement theory to shed light on whether this theory has 
value and validity to explain organizational phenomena.52

Fourth, we found that followers trait agreeableness 
strengthens the effects of affective interaction on overall 
justice, but not that of discretionary consideration on 

overall justice. In particular, affective interaction features 
with the prominent behavioral characteristics that follow 
the renqing norm, including expressing good emotions (eg, 
respect, trust, and sympathy), caring for others, and pro-
viding help.26 Discretionary consideration represents man-
agers flexibility in considering both rational criteria 
(formal rules) and affective factors (renqing) in making 
decisions, rather than imposing uniformity in all cases.45 

The reason for our findings of the significant and non- 
significant moderating effect of agreeableness in the rela-
tionship of affective interaction and discretionary consid-
eration with overall justice respectively may lie in the fact 
that agreeable employees, indeed, are more sensitive to 
interpersonal interactions31 but not to managerial deci-
sions. Our findings suggest ways in which managers can 
specifically improve agreeable followers perceptions of 
overall justice.

Practical Implications
Our study has several practical implications. First, the 
finding of the positive effect of PLB on two components 
of perceptions of renqing indicates that in order to facil-
itate followers perceptions of renqing, organizations can 
implement leadership training programs to improve lea-
ders awareness of the importance of PLB and to strengthen 
their willingness to conduct PLB in management practices. 
When promoting employees to be managers, the organiza-
tions can purposely select those who with potential char-
acteristics of PLB, such as holistic thinking,17 extraversion 
and openness.18 Second, given the serial mediation roles 
of two components of perceptions of renqing and overall 
justice on the PLB–OCB linkage, enhancing employees 
perceptions of renqing and then overall justice is an impor-
tant pathway to improving OCB. Organizations and man-
agers should be aware of the importance of perceptions of 
renqing, especially for those within collectivist-culture 
countries. Third, employees with high agreeableness per-
ceive a stronger association between affective interaction 
and overall justice. Therefore, managers need to first iden-
tify their followers trait agreeableness and implement 
more personnel measures to facilitate their perceptions of 
affective interaction.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations that we need to high-
light. First, despite the use of two-wave surveys in collect-
ing data, its correlational design cannot reach conclusions 
about the causation of the processes. Second, employees 
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were the only data source in this study, which might result 
in serious CMV. Although our detection of CMV showed 
that it did not pose a threat to the results, we recommend 
future research incorporate sufficient measurement periods 
to separate the times at which antecedents, mediators, and 
outcomes are assessed using multiple data sources. Third, 
given that renqing is a typical phenomenon in Chinese 
society, we explored our research questions using 
Chinese sample. We suggest that our findings might be 
observed in other cultural contexts in which interpersonal 
relationships are highly valued, such as Japan and South 
Korea.53 We encourage future studies to examine the gen-
eralizability of our findings beyond China, and identify the 
specific effects of renqing in organizational settings.

Conclusions
This study advances the current understandings of the influ-
encing mechanisms between PLB and followers perceptions 
overall justice and OCB. It is suggested that will facilitate 
followers perceptions of two components of renqing first, 
then boost their perceptions of overall justice, which in turn 
leading to more OCB, especially for those followers who 
endorse more agreeableness. In particular, the results demon-
strate that PLB is positively related to followers perceptions 
of overall justice and two components of perceptions of 
renqing significantly mediates this relationship. Moreover, 
two components of followers perceptions of renqing and 
overall justice exert a serial mediation effect linking PLB to 
OCB. More importantly, followers trait agreeableness 
strengthens the effects of perceptions of affective interaction 
on overall justice. Given that both PLB and renqing are 
rooted in Chinese traditional culture and are crucial factors 
for facilitating employees positive outcomes such as overall 
justice and OCB, we hope this study could encourage future 
inquiry into the roles of PLB and renqing via relating them to 
other variables such as employees task performance and 
creativity.
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