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Abstract: By collecting and analyzing sample from 384 employees in China, this study explored
relationship between responsible leadership and organization citizenship behavior for the
environment (OCBE) with structural equation model (SEM). The results are as follows: (1)
responsible leadership is positively related to organization citizenship behavior for the environment.
(2) responsible leadership has positive effects on both autonomous and external environmental
motivation. (3) autonomous and external environmental motivation have a multiple-mediate role
in the relationship between responsible leadership and organization citizenship behavior for the
environment. Finally, this paper discusses the management implications of the research results and
the future research direction.

Keywords: responsible leadership; autonomous motivation; external motivation; organizational
citizenship behavior for the environment

1. Introduction

With the aggravation of environmental problem such as global climate change and biodiversity
reduction, enterprises are subject to higher expectations regarding ecological behavior and corporate
management’s contribution to sustainable development has attracted the attention of academics,
managers and policymakers [1–3]. In addition, green finance, green supply chains and green human
resources have become strategic choices for enterprises seeking long-term development [4]. In
corporate contributions of sustainable development, various stakeholders (meso-level enterprises,
government and nonprofit organizations as well as individuals and teams in microlevel organizations)
play an important role [5]. However, scholars have tended to focus on corporate environmental
protection behavior from strategic and operational perspectives while neglecting the basic importance
of corporate employees’ environmental protection behavior [6].

Employees are important stakeholders in an enterprise and the environmental protection behavior
of enterprises depends highly on their participation. In addition, interpersonal interaction among
individual employees helps promote sustainable management at the macro level [7]. Therefore,
it is valuable to examine corporate environmental protection behavior at the employee level.
Research in this area focuses on what is termed organizational citizenship behavior directed toward
the environment (OCBE). OCBE refers to the environmental practices of employees within their
organizations. These practices are often not rewarded or required by the organization’s formal reward
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system. However, they represent a useful supplement to the environmental protection behavior of
the general public and enterprise green development strategies [8]. Specifically, individual employees
engage in environmentally friendly behavior in their workplaces and implement environmentally
friendly concepts there. For example, save paper, decrease energy consumption, help colleagues
engage in environmental protection behavior or make recommendations regarding environmental
protection to organization management. Such practices are typically consistent with the organization’s
green strategy and institutional requirements [9].

Given the significant impact of employee environmental protection behavior on corporate
environmental protection outcomes, a number of studies have sought to determine the factors
that influence such OCBE. These factors include the organizational support perceived by the
employees [10,11], employee self-responsibility with respect to environmental protection [12],
corporate environmental protection measures at the organizational level [13], corporate environmental
concerns [14] and corporate environmental attitudes [10]. Among these factors, leadership behavior
functions as an important link between the organization and the employees and exerts a profound
effect on OCBE. Studies have confirmed that ethical leadership [12], and leadership support for
environmental protection [15] enhance OCBE.

Such leadership behavior primarily affects OCBE through the interaction of the leadership and
employees within the enterprise and has been examined from the dual perspectives of leadership
and employees. Leadership interaction with other enterprise stakeholders has been neglected. The
fundamental purpose of OCBE, which is behavior exercised outside regular work duties, is to
improve the social ecological environment by improving the environmental protection performance
of the enterprise. Therefore, when discussing the influence of leadership behavior on employee
environmental protection behavior, one must consider the roles of various stakeholders. Here,
responsible leadership is leadership behavior that focuses on the interests of the business as well as
other stakeholders. Responsible leadership combines leadership and social responsibility, considers
the interests of various stakeholders (including employees) and strives to integrate economic, social
and ecological benefits. This view is in line with the thinking on OCBE. Previous studies have found
that responsible leadership improves employees’ green behavior at work [16] and organizational
citizenship behavior by enhancing employees’ felt obligation [17]. However, the relationship between
responsible leadership and OCBE as well as the mechanisms of that relationship have rarely been
addressed. Therefore, our study contributes to fulfill the research gap in the literature on responsible
leadership and OCBE.

2. Theoretical Basis and Research Hypothesis

2.1. Responsible Leadership

In recent years, economic globalization, organizational networking and employee diversification
have become increasingly prominent. To make organizations successful, leaders must pay attention
to not only the profit return of shareholders but also corporate social responsibility [18]. Responsible
leadership represents a powerful response to the diverse needs and challenges of the complex
stakeholder society. The study of responsible leadership originates in social relations and ethical
theory and is a relational and ethical phenomenon that occurs in the social interaction process [19].
Responsible leadership occupies a central position in the stakeholder relation network and plays a
variety of roles (e.g., housekeeper, citizen, dreamer) [19]. It reaches agreement on stakeholder demands
through democratic negotiation and discourse [20]. Responsible leadership involves the ability to
build and sustain good relations among all stakeholders by addressing four types of driving force:
protection, acquisition, connection and understanding [21].

The key difference between responsible leadership and other traditional forms of leadership
(e.g., reformative leadership, ethical leadership, service leadership or authentic leadership) is that
responsible leadership focuses on society and the environment, sustainable value creation and positive
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change [22]. Traditional leadership (e.g., ethical leadership) overemphasizes its influence and does
not adequately recognize the surrounding environment on which the leadership depends and the
other stakeholders with which it interacts. In addition, such leadership forms ignore the responsibility
dimension, which has been a focus of studies on responsible leadership [23]. Therefore, responsible
leadership transcends the binary leadership-employee relationship that has been the focus of traditional
leadership studies and emphasizes multiple leader-stakeholder relationships, paying attention to not
only the interests of shareholders in decision-making but also the needs of multiple stakeholders.

2.2. Relationship between Responsible Leadership and OCBE

OCBE refers to the environmental protection practices performed by employees within an
organization that are often not rewarded or required by the organization’s formal reward system. OCBE
is a useful supplement to the environmental protection behavior of citizens and the green development
strategy of the enterprise [8]. Employees saving paper in the workplace, helping reduce energy
consumption, assisting colleagues to practice green behavior, and making environmental protection
recommendations to their organization are typical examples of OCBE. According to the theory of social
learning, individuals can guide their own behavior by observing and imitating others [24]. Responsible
leadership focuses on the interests of various stakeholders related to the business and exchanges
information and opinions with employees when communicating with them. Through such behavior,
responsible leadership transmits relevant information to employees by interacting with them, and
the subordinates gradually accept and internalize the values of the leadership through observing and
imitating its behavior. Previous studies have revealed that responsible leadership significantly affects
employee organizational citizenship behavior [25], job satisfaction [26], resignation intention [27], job
performance [28], organizational commitment [20,29] and unethical behavior [26].

Responsible leadership pays attention to not only ethical issues but also building relationships
with stakeholders and establishing long-term goals. OCBE reflects the individual’s ethical belief
and the individual’s effort to balance the relationship between human society and nature while
enhancing sustainable management, which is consistent with the core ideas of responsible leadership.
According to Stahl and de Luque, a responsible leader encourages companies to develop codes
of conduct and management measures regarding environmental protection and to clarify which
behaviors are acceptable or unacceptable [30]. In addition, responsible leadership can enhance
employee performance in extra-role behaviors, i.e., organizational citizenship behavior. it cares
about the interests of stakeholders in and outside the organization and strives to make decisions that
consider the interests of all parties. Such behavior inspires employees to actively imitate and to learn
to seize the initiative in caring for others and in playing various extra-role behaviors. That is, through
the role model effect, responsible leadership effectively enhances employee organizational citizenship
behavior [20]. OCBE is voluntary extra-role behavior, and here too, the behavior of responsible
leadership can serve as a model. In the important interpersonal interaction between leadership and
subordinates, the leadership’s concern for environmental protection and the display of environmental
protection behavior set examples for employees. Thus, responsible leadership combines leadership
and social responsibility, considers the interests of many stakeholders (including employees) and
strives to integrate economic, social and ecological benefits—behavior that is in line with the idea
of OCBE.

In summary, we believe that responsible leadership is ethically concerned about its responsibility
for the environment, strives to find a balance between society and nature and encourages employees
to demonstrate OCBE through management measures and by serving as a role model.

H1. Responsible leadership has a positive impact on OCBE.
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2.3. Relationship between Responsible Leadership and Autonomous Motivation

In this study, we propose that responsible leadership increases the autonomous motivation to
protect the environment. Regarding autonomous motivation, individuals often engage in activities
that are consistent with their inner self [31–33]. These activities primarily include those that are in
line with their values and goals and are interesting and pleasant [32]. In the organizational context,
leadership passes on its values by providing exemplary role models, while employees internalize
the displayed values through observation and perceptual learning [34]. Such internalization can
increase employee self-expression. Responsible leadership is concerned about the responsibility of
individuals for the wellbeing of society and the environment and may raise the goals of sustainable
management. For example, it may elaborate environmental objectives through emphasizing high-level
values (i.e., creating a better planet for future generations, working to improve human health).
Employees can accept and internalize the values expressed by the leadership, and in this manner, their
engagement in environmental activities becomes more meaningful [35–37]. Additionally, responsible
leadership encourages employees to participate in decision-making and conveys the idea that the
organization values employee opinion, which provides employees with a sense of psychological
ownership that meets their intrinsic needs and motivates them to perform their jobs well [29]. Previous
studies have confirmed that responsible leadership’s trust in environmental goals, emphasis on new
approaches to solving environmental problems and the ability to develop each employee’s capability
may enhance the employee’s ability to recognize and solve environmental problems [38,39]. Ultimately,
the employees will possess environmentally friendly values and goals, which gives rise to a sense
of autonomy or personal will. In addition, employees may agree with leadership regarding the
goals of environmentally sustainable management. Therefore, responsible leadership encourages
employees to align environmental protection behavior with their own interests, values and goals,
thereby encouraging their autonomous motivation.

H2a. Responsible leadership has a positive impact on employee autonomous motivation.

2.4. Relationship between Responsible Leadership and OCBE—Mediating Role of Autonomous Motivation

Responsible leadership promotes autonomous motivation, which in turn promotes OCBE.
According to the theory of self-determination, an individual’s behavior is primarily influenced by
autonomous motivation and extrinsic motivation, and the choices individuals make are based on their
needs and their ideas with respect to the environment [40]. Therefore, employees who engage in OCBE
primarily consider that engaging in environmental protection behavior can make them feel satisfied and
that such behavior is rewarded, encouraged and supported. Graves et al. (2013) found that employee
environmental protection behavior results from a combination of autonomous motivations and external
motivations [41]. Environmental activities triggered by autonomous motivations are consistent with
the individual employee’s values, goals and interests [32,42,43]. Therefore, even if the organization
does not reward OCBE, employees will voluntarily engage in it. A study on student environmental
protection behavior (e.g., reusing, recycling, purchasing environmentally friendly products or saving
energy) revealed that the students’ autonomous environmental protection motivation is positively
correlated with their environmental protection behavior [44,45]. Previous studies have also shown
that employees’ autonomous motivations prompt them to engage in environmentally friendly
behavior [46]. Through internalizing the values of responsible leadership and aligning themselves with
the environmental goals of such leadership, employees enhance their autonomous motivation, which
in turn further prompts the employees to participate in OCBE. In summary, we believe that responsible
leadership prompts employees to engage in OCBE by increasing their autonomous motivation.

H2b. Autonomous motivation mediates the relationship between responsible leadership and OCBE.
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2.5. Relationship between Responsible Leadership and External Motivation

Responsible leadership can provide the employee not only autonomous motivation but also
external motivation. In terms of external motivation, individuals’ behaviors stem from a belief that they
must or should take action [31–33]. For example, individuals engage in certain acts because they want to
meet operational requirements (e.g., environmental management system requirements), obtain a certain
reward or avoid punishment [41]. Studies have demonstrated that responsible leadership may use
external incentives and motivations [47,48]. Environmentally responsible leadership can use external
rewards and incentives to motivate employee interest. In addition, certain elements of environmentally
responsible leadership may enhance external motivation. For example, environmentally responsible
leadership attaches importance to developing the capabilities of employees and promotes external
motivation through improving competitiveness [41]. Responsible leadership extends its concern to
various stakeholders, such as employees, society and the environment, and may actively promote
an environmentally responsible management model in the organization, e.g., by establishing an
environmental management system or advocating and establishing an environmental protection
behavior reward or punishment system. Thus, employees may engage in environmental protection
behavior in response to job requirements or rewards [9,49]. In addition, if responsible leadership
demonstrates an exemplary image of environmental friendliness, it can inspire employees to learn and
imitate that attitude to obtain the leadership’s recognition and encouragement. As a result, employees
may exhibit more environmental protection behavior. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3a. Responsible leadership has a positive impact on employee external motivation.

2.6. Relationship between Responsible Leadership and OCBE— Mediating Role of External Motivation

Although OCBE is primarily generated by employee autonomous motivation, we also examine the
impact of external motivation on OCBE. Organizations may implement environmental management
systems and incentive programs. Such external motivation inevitably affects employee engagement
in environmental protection behavior [9,49]. Even if OCBE is not recognized or rewarded by the
organization’s formal reward system, external incentives outside that system (e.g., the leadership’s
encouragement, exemplary moral conduct) will affect employee environmental protection behavior.
Employees hope to be recognized by the leadership by engaging in environmental protection behavior
and align their behavior with that of the leadership to avoid psychological moral punishment.
Occasionally, employees engage in OCBE to return a favor to the leadership or to obtain its
support [11,14]. In addition, it was found that increased support from the leadership, the organization
and the organizational commitment perceived by the employees may prompt them to return a favor
out of an obligation to protect the environment and thus to engage in OCBE [13]. A negative attitude
of the company towards the environment may cause certain employees to feel guilty, and those
with a sense of moral responsibility may determine to compensate for environmental losses by
increasing their environmental protection investment [50]. They may also adopt OCBE to avoid
what they consider immoral behavior with respect to the environment. Responsible leadership will
approve, recognize and support employee environmentally friendly behavior, which represents an
external motivation for employees to engage in OCBE. Additionally, responsible leadership advocates
responsibility for and developing a harmonious relationship with the environment and adheres to the
concept of sustainable development. This attitude can prompt the development of environmentally
friendly ethics in employees, who may become more involved in OCBE to remain consistent with the
environmental ethics of the leadership and avoid moral punishment. In summary, we believe that
responsible leadership promotes employee external motivation by approving, supporting, encouraging
or establishing environmental ethics models, thus further promoting OCBE.

H3b. External motivation mediates the relationship between responsible leadership and OCBE.

The overall study model is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized Model.

3. Research Methods

3.1. Sample

The sample was composed of 384 employees of different industries, such as banking, insurance,
medicine, teaching and services in China. About 49.0% of the respondents were male, the sample
included a wide range of ages, about 39.3% of the respondents were between 30 and 39 years old, and
56.3% of the sample had a bachelor’s degree, and their work experience ranged from 1 to 20 years.
About 31.8% of the respondents worked in their organizations for 11–20 years.

3.2. Measurement

This study involved four conceptual variables and demographic variables of employees (as
control variables). The four conceptual variables were measured with 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = very agreed).

Responsible leadership. This study adopted the scale developed by Voegtlin (2011), which includes
five items. The representative items were: “my direct superior weighs different stakeholder claims
before making a decision” and “my direct superior tries to achieve a consensus among the affected
stakeholders.” In order to let the respondents understand the stakeholders clearly, we made the
following statement in the questionnaire: the stakeholders mainly include customers, suppliers,
government, natural environment and so on. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for this scale
was 0.847.

OCBE. This study adopted the scale developed by Temminck et al (2015), which includes seven
items. The representative items were: “I try to make innovative environmental suggestions to improve
the organization”, “I inform management of potentially environmentally irresponsible policies and
practices” and “I suggest revisions to work practices to achieve the organization’s environmental
objectives”. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.952.

Autonomous motivation. This study adopted the scale developed by Graves et al (2013), which
includes six items. The representative items were: I would engage in green behaviors at work because
it allows me to achieve goals I consider important, it fits my own values, I enjoy it. In this study, the
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.938.

External motivation. This study adopted the scale developed by Graves, et al (2013), which
including three items. The representative items were: I would engage in green behaviors at work
because: “I will be rewarded for doing this”, “I am hired to do this”. In this study, the Cronbach’s
alpha for this scale was 0.775.

Control variables. This study control demographic variables (gender, age, education, organizational
tenure). We use dummy variables to measure gender: 1 for male and 2 for female. Age is measured:
20 years or younger, 25–29 years old, 30–39 years old, 40–49 years old, 50 years old and above.
Organizational tenure is measured in five categories: less than one year, 1–5 years, 6–10 years,
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11–20 years, and more than 20 years. The level of education is measured in five categories: technical
secondary school and below, junior college, undergraduate, master’s degree and doctoral degree.

4. Results

4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

This study measured four main variables: responsible leadership, autonomous motivation,
external motivation and OCBE. In this paper, confirmatory factor analysis tests are carried out using
AMOS21.0 to estimate the discriminative validity between variables. As shown in Table 1, the model
shows an acceptable fit (χ2 = 470.325, df = 178; RMSEA = 0.065, CFI = 0.955, IFI = 0.955). All the
standardized factor loadings in model 1 are above 0.7 (p < 0.001), which indicates that the conformation
measurement has good aggregation validity.

Table 1. Comparison of Measurement Models.

Model χ2 dƒ IFI CFI RMSEA

1. Four-factor model 470.325 178 0.955 0.955 0.065
2. Three-factor model 654.500 179 0.927 0.926 0.083
3. Three-factor model 727.065 179 0.916 0.915 0.089
4. Two-factor model 769.186 180 0.909 0.909 0.092
5. Single-factor model 788.153 184 0.907 0.907 0.093

Note: 1 = Responsible leadership, autonomous motivation, external motivation and OCBE; 2 = responsible
leadership, autonomous motivation + external motivation, OCBE; 3 = responsible leadership + OCBE, autonomous
motivation, external motivation; 4 = responsible leadership + OCBE and autonomous motivation + external
motivation; 5 = responsible leadership + OCBE + autonomous motivation + external motivation.

4.2. Common Method Biases Test

In this paper, the Harman single factor was used to test for common method bias. SPSS21.0
statistical analysis software was used for exploratory factor analysis. We factor all the variables into
the factor analysis, the results show that a total of four factors with feature values greater than 1 were
extracted, and the variance of the single factor with the largest feature values only explains 40.631%,
less than 50%. there is no single factor or a common factor that plays a major role in explaining the
variance. Therefore, the common method bias problem in this study is not serious [51,52].

4.3. Descriptive Statistical Analysis

Table 2 reports the mean, standard deviation and correlation coefficients of the variables involved
in this study. There was a significant positive correlation between responsible leadership and
autonomous motivation (r = 0.293, p < 0.01), external motivation (r = 0.139, p < 0.01) and OCBE
(r = 0.196, p < 0.01). There was also a significant positive correlation between OCBE and autonomous
motivation (r = 0.487, p < 0.01) and external motivation (r = 0.505, p < 0.01).

Table 2. Mean, Standard Deviation and Correlation.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender 1.51 0.501
2. Age 2.56 0.909 −0.173 **

3. Organizational tenure 2.87 1.149 −0.102 * 0.839 **
4. Education 2.91 0.820 −0.141 ** −0.075 −0.201 **

5. RL 3.618 0.647 0.061 0.044 0.070 −0.058
6. AM 3.672 0.644 0.116 * −0.012 0.029 −0.007 0.293 **
7. EM 2.782 0.793 −0.024 0.054 0.052 −0.130 * 0.139 ** 0.348 **

8. OCBE 3.265 0.711 0.019 0.179 ** 0.154 0.068 0.196 ** 0.487 ** 0.505 **

Note: N = 384; * means p < 0.05, ** means p < 0.01, and *** means p < 0.001; RL = responsible leadership; AM =
autonomous motivation; EM = external motivation.
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4.4. Hypothetical Test

We first used hierarchical regression analysis to test the positive influences of responsible
leadership on autonomous motivation, external motivation and OCBE. Then, we used a structural
equation model to test the dual mediating roles of autonomous motivation and external motivation
between responsible leadership and OCBE (Table 3).

Table 3. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses.

Variable
Autonomous Motivation External Motivation OCBE

Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 4

Control variable
Gender 0.103 * −0.043 0.033 0.013

Age 0.082 0.071 0.201 * 0.146
Organizational tenure −0.106 −0.048 −0.033 0.022

Education 0.010 −0.132 * −0.044 0.001
Independent variable
Responsible leadership 0.291 *** 0.135 ** 0.185 *** 0.033

Mediator
Autonomous motivation 0.349 ***

External motivation 0.371 ***
R2 0.099 *** 0.038 *** 0.071 *** 0.393 ***

∆ R2 0.322 ***

Note: N = 384; * indicates p < 0.05, ** indicates p < 0.01, and *** indicates p < 0.001; The regression coefficient is
standardized regression coefficient.

The results of Model 1 (Table 3) indicate that after controlling for demographic variables, such
as age and gender, responsible leadership has a significantly positive impact on OCBE (β = 0.185,
p < 0.001), which supports H1. According to Model 3, after controlling for demographic variables,
responsible leadership has a significantly positive impact on employee intrinsic motivation (β = 0. 291,
p < 0.001), which supports H2a. According to Model 3, after controlling for demographic variables,
responsible leadership has a significantly positive impact on employee extrinsic motivation (β = 0. 135,
p < 0.001), which supports H3a.

According to Model 4, when responsible leadership, autonomous motivation and external
motivation were simultaneously included in the regression equation of OCBE, the effect of responsible
leadership on OCBE was not significant (β = 0. 033, p > 0.05). To more accurately test the dual
mediating roles of autonomous and external motivations in OCBE, we constructed a dual-mediation
model using a structural equation. The model fit was acceptable (χ2 (180) = 562.259, IFI = 0.941,
CFI = 0.941, RMSA = 0.074).

As shown in Figure 2, this study assumes that the transmission of the impact of responsible
leadership to OCBE follows this path: responsible leadership →autonomous motivation →OCBE
and responsible leadership →external motivation →OCBE. The coefficients between links in the
transmission path are significant: responsible leadership →autonomous motivation(β = 0.321,
p < 0.001), autonomous motivation→OCBE(β = 0.0.369, p < 0.001), responsible leadership→external
motivation(β = 0.148, p < 0.001), and external motivation→OCBE(β = 0.443, p < 0.001).To ensure the
stability and consistency of the results, this study performs bootstrapping with 2,000 iterations for bias
correction to verify the mediating role of autonomous and external motivation between responsible
leadership and OCBE.
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The results indicate that the mediating effect of autonomous motivation and external motivation
is respectively 0.118 and 0.066. For the mediating effect of the indirect path, the 95% confidence interval
does not include zero [0.084, 0.310]. Therefore, the mediating role of autonomous motivation and
external motivation between responsible leadership and OCBE is established, and hypothesis H2b and
H3b is verified.

Because the direct effect of responsible leadership on OCBE was no longer significant (β = 0.0057,
p > 0.05), intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation completely mediated the relationship between
responsible leadership and OCBE, whereby the mediating effect accounted for 70% of the total effect.

5. Conclusions and Discussion

5.1. Conclusions

Responsible leadership, an emerging leadership style, has effectively compensated for the
shortcomings of traditional leadership forms and is of substantial significance to enhancing corporate
reputation and maintaining the sustainable development of enterprises and society [20]. According to
stakeholder theory, responsible leadership combines corporate social responsibility and leadership
ethics. On the one hand, responsible leadership establishes moral examples and inspires employees to
imitate such examples by ethical behavior and avoiding image-damaging behavior. On the other hand,
responsible leadership reflects requirements regarding corporate social responsibility. Therefore, in
directing tasks related to corporate environmental responsibility, by demonstrating environmental
friendliness, the leadership exerts a subtle effect on employee attitudes and behaviors. It encourages
employees to engage in environmental protection through interacting with them, thus influencing
employee motivation. In this study, we performed a regression analysis on data collected from 384
employees and drew the following conclusions. After controlling for gender, age, education and work
experience, responsible leadership has a significantly positive impact on OCBE. Intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations play a mediating role between responsible leadership and OCBE, whereby the mediating
role of intrinsic motivation is greater than that of extrinsic motivation. Finally, the role of intrinsic
motivation is greater than that of extrinsic motivation.

5.2. Theoretical Significance

OCBE refers to the environmental protection behavior of employees that is not rewarded or
required by their organization’s formal reward system. Thus, it primarily consists of discretionary
environmental protection behavior by employees and represents an effective supplement to the daily
environmental protection behavior of society at large and the green development strategies of the
enterprise [8]. In this study, we investigated the effect of responsible leadership on OCBE and its
internal mechanism. We sought to answer the question “How does responsible leadership affect the
environmental protection behavior of subordinates” from the perspective of social learning theory.
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Our study results enrich the literature. According to social learning theory, the complex behavior
of human beings is primarily acquired through learning, which includes both direct empirical
learning modes and indirect learning modes in which individuals learn by observing the behavior
of demonstrators [53]. Because leadership and employees often interact, the leadership’s behavior
affects employee attitudes and behaviors. It has been found that ethical leadership enhances OCBE
through exemplary moral conduct and ethical atmosphere improvement [12]. Norton et al. (2015)
called for more research attention on leadership styles that are closely related to green concepts [54].
Responsible leadership is concerned about not only internal stakeholders, such as employees but also
external stakeholders with a wide range of connections with the enterprise and for whom the natural
environment represents an important interest [19]. In this study, we examined the relationship between
responsible leadership and employee environmental protection behavior. In addition, we investigated
and verified the positive role of responsible leadership in encouraging employee environmental
protection behavior through a sense of responsibility. This research focus expands investigations on
the effect of responsible leadership on employee attitudes and behavior. In addition, it views the
antecedents of OCBE from a different perspective than the traditional perspective of the dual modes of
leadership behavior.

Second, the study results also enrich the literature on the influence mechanism of responsible
leadership with respect to OCBE. Previous studies on responsible leadership have focused on the direct
impact of responsible leadership on employee attitudes and behavior [19,26]. In this study, we found
that responsible leadership promotes OCBE through employee motivation. Whether the behavior of the
leadership can cause employees to learn and imitate that behavior largely depends on the employees’
motivation. In this study, we examined the effect of responsible leadership on employee environmental
protection behavior from the two aspects of intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. We found
that responsible leadership can promote OCBE by increasing the employees’ motivation to engage in
environmental protection. This outcome provides strong evidence for investigating the influencing
mechanism of responsible leadership on OCBE.

5.3. Management Implications

To help resolve environmental problems, enterprises should adopt the philosophy of sustainable
development and encourage employees to engage in more environmental protection behavior.
Therefore, it is particularly important to improve employees’ active environmental protection behavior.
In this study, we found that responsible leadership exerts a promotive effect on employee intrinsic
and extrinsic motivations to engage in environmental protection, which in turn promotes OCBE.
The results of this study have the following management implications. (1) The role of responsible
leadership in the sustainable development of the enterprise should be emphasized. In an organization,
the manager’s environmental ethics and a sense of corporate social responsibility affect employee
environmental attitudes and practices. Thus, improving the level of the manager’s responsible
leadership and strengthening the manager’s interaction with employees are conducive to promoting
employee workplace environmental protection practices. Additionally, the organization’s human
resources practices should reflect a desire to recruit and hire individuals who exhibit the values and
characteristics of responsible leadership. To strengthen the organization’s responsible leadership,
such values should be expressed in promotion decisions, training and leadership development.
(2) Employee motivations affect whether they take the initiative to engage in environmental protection.
In the organization, to improve OCBE, it is necessary to fully inspire their motivation to engage in
environmental protection. Responsible leadership is leadership that promotes employee motivations
to engage in environmental protection. Such leadership fully respects the employees and is concerned
about their interests and those of other stakeholders. This attitude causes employees to experience
a sense of autonomy while encouraging their environmental protection behavior. Therefore, the
organization should train managers to improve their level of responsible leadership and strengthen
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their ability to trigger employee motivation to engage in environmental protection, thus promoting
their OCBEs.

5.4. Research Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study offers a number of contributions to the literature, it has several limitations.
First, the measurement of responsible leadership is derived from scales developed by investigators
outside China. Although the scales have good reliability and validity, the conceptual connotation
of responsible leadership and its validation for different cultures, including the Chinese context,
require further investigation. Second, this study primarily discusses the influencing mechanism of
responsible leadership on OCBE. It does not address conditions that may restrict this mechanism.
Future researchers should examine whether different situations or employee characteristics can affect
this mechanism. E.g., what is the effect of the organization’s green human resources management and
employee environmental awareness on the relationship between responsible leadership and OCBE?
OCBE reflects the current appeal of environmental protection and resource conservation in Chinese
society. Locally adapted OCBE can develop and expand in the context of China and has realized its
values in Chinese circumstances through diversified localization explorations [55]. Therefore, in future
studies, variables from the Chinese context should be included. Last, in this study, the analyzed data
were primarily collected using employee self-evaluation. Responsible leadership was not assessed
through the leaders’ self-evaluation. It remains unclear whether responsible leadership according to
employees and responsible leadership according to leaders differ. In future studies, we will examine
the effect of responsible leadership defined according to the leaders’ self-evaluation on OCBE.
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