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Abstract

Empowerment as a management technique builds on the assumption that employ-
ees desire more power. Consequently, to a large extent, research on employee em-
powerment has focused on defining the type of power that should be contained in
empowerment, identifying relevant mediating and moderating effects of and for
empowerment as well as empowerment's boundary conditions such as individual
and social attributes. However, less research has dealt with communicative and rela-
tional aspects and how these may impact the outcome of employee empowerment.
This paper uses an interactional perspective to conceptually analyse communicative
meanings entailed in employee empowerment. Building on sociological theories of
communicative interaction, it is argued that focusing on leaders’ and members’ as-
criptions of meanings to each other’s communicative messages reveals paternalistic
power structures that are of relevance for the failure and success of empowerment. A
communicative analysis of common structural and psychological empowerment ef-
forts suggests that members’ sensemaking of their roles and situations, as defined by
formal (written) and informal (psychological) contracts, may not necessarily be in
line with the communicative meanings intended by leaders’ actions, and vice versa.
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Introduction

Numerous studies on employee empowerment's positive impact on work perfor-
mance, job satisfaction, innovativeness, creativity, and turnover intention support
the notion of empowerment as a valuable management concept (Seibert et al.,
2011; Van De Voorde et al., 2016; Zhang & Bartol, 2010). Built on the idea of
power-sharing, empowering leadership makes use of structural practices, for in-
stance participative decision making, flat organisational structures, and work teams
as well as psychologically oriented practices, for instance increasing employees feel-
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ing of meaningfulness, competence, self-determination, and impact (Maynard et
al., 2012; Seibert et al., 2004; Spreitzer, 2008).

Despite its favourable reputation, however, empowerment comes with a set of puz-
zles such as the observation that empirical results of empowerments’ effect on im-
proved firm performance and effectiveness are inconclusive (Birdi et al., 2008; Staw
& Epstein, 2000; Yin et al., 2018). Also, empowerment has been seen to have
rather paradoxical effects, sometimes creating disempowered and cynical rather than
empowered employees (Boje & Rosile, 2001; Ciulla, 1998; Eccles, 1993; Gvara-
madze, 2008; Langfred, 2007; Wickisier, 1997).

With the discourse on employee empowerment largely being dominated by the
fields of psychology and organisational behaviour, it is argued in this paper that a
micro-oriented, sociological and relational point of view may contribute with a
hitherto neglected perspective: The aim of this paper is to illustrate that one reason
for the inconclusiveness of results on empowerment may be the communicative chal-
lenges involved in empowering leadership. The examination of the communicative
understanding between leaders and members from a theoretical point of view shows
that empowerment bears the risk of being experienced as paternalistic.

Resting on micro-sociological theories of interaction, as established by Mead
([1934] 1967) and Goffman (1959), the paper builds on the assumption that em-
powering leadership is embedded in a relational power construct that will affect the
desired outcome: Empowering actions and behaviour depend on the employment
context. The idea of a communicative workplace context is presented, entailing for-
mal (working contract) and informal (psychological contract) relations. Based on
the interactional and communicative perspective, it is assumed that to empower,
both leader and member need to ascribe each other’s formal and informal commu-
nicative messages with the appropriate expectations, meanings, and values. In a next
step, the relation between common structural and psychological empowerment ef-
forts and the communicative workplace context are analysed. It is suggested that
members' sensemaking of their roles and situations, as defined by formal and infor-
mal contracts, may not necessarily be in line with the communicative meanings in-
tended by leaders’ actions, and vice versa.

The aim of this study is not to present a comprehensive analysis of all existing em-
powerment practices in combination with the entirety of formal and informal pre-
requisites. It rather uses a few of these elements to illustrate why empowerment
bears the potential to be perceived as paternalistic. The paper contributes to the lit-
erature in several ways: First, a communicative context for employee empowerment
is identified, which broadens the understanding of empowerment as communica-
tively embedded actions and behaviour. Second, the analysis of specific empower-
ment efforts in the context of their communicative embeddedness reveals possible
differences in leaders’ and members' ascriptions of meaning to these efforts. Third,
relating the results of the analysis to paternalistic aspects as inherent part of empow-
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erment contributes with one explanation as to the paradoxical character of empow-
erment on a communicative level.

Theoretical Background: The Micro-Sociological Context of
Employee Empowerment

The conceptual analysis of empowerment is based on three concepts: employee em-
powerment, communicative interaction and paternalism. In the following, short re-
search overviews are given for all three concepts.

Employee Empowerment

Empowering leadership aims at creating autonomous, confident and motivated em-
ployees who experience their work as meaningful (Ahearne et al., 2005). Previous
research has established that to achieve employee empowerment, different practices
can be used. These can be clustered into two categories: First, so called social-struc-
tural practices, involving employees by means of structural resources that concern
organisational conditions (Bowen & Lawler, 1995; Conger & Kanungo, 1988;
Farr-Wharton et al., 2011; Kanter, 1977). A review of empowerment by Spreitzer in
2008 established, for instance, that typical social-structural empowerment practices
may include (1) pay based on skills, knowledge, or competency; (2) participative
decision-making (including self-managing teams); (3) flat, decentralised organisa-
tional structures; (4) an open flow of information (upwards and downwards); and
(5) training (building skills and extending abilities) (Spreitzer, 2008).

Second, empowering leadership has also been shown to entail practices of a more
psychological kind that aim at improving employees’ self-image, feelings of motiva-
tion, and their sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977; Conger, 1989; Thomas &
Velthouse, 1990). Psychological empowerment typically incorporates aspects such
as summarised by Spreitzer (1995): (1) meaning; the value employees ascribe to
their work in relation to their values, beliefs, ideals, behaviour, and standards; (2)
competence; employees’ sense of self-efficacy and belief in their ability to accom-
plish certain work goals; (3) self-determination; employees’ feelings that they have a
choice and the possibility of acting autonomously in work-related decisions, meth-
ods, etc.; and (4) impact; employees’ feelings of making a difference and of having
the opportunity to influence work-related outcomes in connection with, for exam-
ple, strategic or administrative issues (Spreitzer, 1995, p. 1443f; 2008, p. 57; sce
also Maynard et al., 2012; Seibert et al., 2011).

Empowering leadership is commonly associated with containing elements of both
structural and psychological empowerment (Ahearne et al., 2005; Arnold et al.,
2000; Rachael et al., 2019; Srivastava et al., 2006). Distributing social-structural
empowerment resources and creating a meaningful workplace context, it is hoped
to increase employees feelings of psychological empowerment—and therewith to
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improve their performance and effectiveness (Raub & Robert, 2010; Vecchio et al.,
2010).

As mentioned previously, empowerment comes with a set of puzzles—despite its
favourable reputation. For instance, research has observed that empirical results of
empowerments’ effect on improved firm performance and effectiveness are incon-
clusive (Birdi et al., 2008; Staw & Epstein, 2000; Yin et al., 2018). Also, empower-
ment has been seen to have rather paradoxical effects, sometimes creating disem-
powered and cynical rather than empowered employees (Boje & Rosile, 2001; Ciul-
la, 1998; Eccles, 1993; Gvaramadze, 2008; Langfred, 2007; Wickisier, 1997).

It could be argued that the inconclusive results are not surprising given the width of
aspects that have shown to influence empowerment processes: On a macro level, re-
search has shown that larger structures such as culture shape what employees prefer
and expect their workplaces to be like. Kirkman and Shapiro’s (2001) research, for
instance, shows that cultural values influence employees’ resistance to self-managing
teams. On the organisational level, questions concerning control vs. autonomy
(Collins, 1999; Rachael et al., 2019; Wall et al., 2002), role ambiguities (Cordery et
al., 2010; Humborstad & Kuvaas, 2013), and the issue of organising internal redis-
tributions of power (Argyris, 1998; Hardy & Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1998; Weidenstedst,
2016) become relevant. Empowerment research concerned with the micro level
takes individuals' psychology into consideration, investigating boundary conditions
for successful empowerment that are related to the impact of individual, personal
and social attributes such as expectations, values, and attitudes (Den Hartog &
Hoogh, 2009; Maynard et al., 2012; Raub & Robert, 2010; Srivastava et al., 2006;
Vecchio et al., 2010). Labianca, Gray and Brass' (2000) study concludes, for in-
stance, that employees’ resistance to empowerment is influenced by the (mis)match
of the managers’ and employees’ expectations concerning their roles in the empow-
erment process. Complementing these findings, Wong and Kuvaas (2018) exam-
ined the effect of expected vs. perceived empowerment on employees’ job satisfac-
tion and found that job satisfaction increased when perceived empowerment ex-
ceeded expected empowerment.

Due to the variety of aspects influencing the success of empowerment, researchers
and practitioners alike are interested in the question of how leadership and empow-
erment are related and what could influence empowering processes (Maynard et al.,
2012; Raub & Robert, 2010).

Communicative Interaction and The Ascription of Meaning

From a micro-sociological perspective, empowering processes can best be described
as containing a black box: What happens between the distribution of empowering
resources and the emotional state of psychological empowerment is more difficult
to research than the prerequisites for and the outcome of empowerment. However,
how employees make sense of resources and why they do, or do not, lead to feelings
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of empowerment is a rather decisive step in empowerment processes. From an inter-
actional perspective, what goes on in that black box could be described as the pro-
duction of meaning through communication (cf. Cornelissen, 2015).

Sociological theorists of the symbolic interactionist, dramaturgical and construc-
tivist tradition all share the idea that communicative interaction takes place within a
framework, called the definition of the situation. It is constructed through the actors’
actions and reactions towards each other (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Collins,
2004; Goffman, 1959; Mead, [1934] 1967). To be able to define a situation, actors
start by taking their surroundings into consideration, in other words, the context of
their interaction. Relevant aspects for the context of the situation are, for instance,
geographic location, the identity of other actors, the purpose of the interaction, any
kind of objects that are used during the interaction, etc. (Perinbanayagam, 1974).
The concept of the definition of the situation can be traced back to, among others,
sociologist Erving Goffman (1959), who introduced the idea of having and repro-
ducing specific roles in interaction—what he referred to as impression manage-
ment: Depending on the definition of the situation, actors choose an appropriate
role which they have to manage accordingly. By using different means, such as ob-
jects (clothing, things) or vocabulary, actors perform their role (ibid.). Performances
need to be accepted by all interactants for an interaction to run smoothly and to
create a "consensual definition of the situation" (Perinbanayagam, 1974, p. 532). In
less technical terms, the definition of the situation could be referred to as a social
and communicative context that is created and reproduced jointly by all actors (for
reasons of simplicity and stylistic flow, the term "communicative context” will be
used in this paper rather than "definition of the situation", but the meaning of the
two terms is identical). A prerequisite for being able to manage one’s impression, i.e.
one’s role, is the awareness of the expectations that may exist towards that role as
well as what can be expected from the other actors’ role: When sharing a ride at the
elevator at work, for instance, it matters significantly for the communicative context
whether the other person in the elevator is the organisation’s CEO, a mail carrier, or
a co-worker (cf. Goffman, 1959).

Yet, the main purpose of communication is to transfer meaning. The meanings of
interactions can shift depending on the communicative context and the relevant
role expectations for the current interaction. Therefore, communication cannot be
regarded as messages with an inherent meaning. Rather, understanding commu-
nicative interaction is highly dependent on the appropriate ascriprion of meanings:
Actors do not receive a finished product from each other. They must add meaning
to the actions of their interaction partners to make sense of them (Blumer, 1969, p.
79; cf. Mead, [1934] 1967; Carter & Fuller, 2016). Suppose person A has knowl-
edge about the communicative context and relevant role expectations; A must still
ascribe B’s message a meaning that is considered appropriate and correct in this
context.
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Since the ascription of meaning to communication is the starting point for an ap-
propriate reaction of person A to the interaction, failing to ascribe the meaning that
B intended to convey will most likely result in misunderstandings and/or conflict
(Goffman, 1967, p. 17). Accordingly, the analysis presented here will treat the abili-
ty to ascribe correct communicative meanings as the focal point of communicative
interaction. In terms of empowerment, this means that leader and member must be
able to ascribe each other’s actions the correct, i.e. intended, meaning within the
communicative context of the workplace for empowerment to succeed.!

Paternalism in Communicative Interaction

Frequently, empowerment is mentioned as diametrically opposed to paternalism:
Empowerment gives power and agency, paternalism takes it away (Pellegrini &
Scandura, 2006, 2008; Tengland, 2008). At the same time, however, it has also
been argued that empowerment risks being perceived as paternalistic (Eylon, 1998).
How come these two concepts seem to be intertwined? Paternalism is built on an
asymmetric power relation between two actors. The powerful actor A has, in the
capacity of being more resourceful, power over the less powerful actor B (Dahl,
1957; Weber, [1922] 1978). Consequently, it is A and not B, who can decide
whether to share some of their power with B. Also, it is up to A which kind of pow-
er is shared, how much, when, and on which terms. In other words, A dominates B.
This, however, does not yet qualify as paternalism, since paternalism also involves
actor A's conviction of knowing better than B what is good for B. Thus, implying a
fatherly, benevolent attitude when granting B power is commonly described as pater-
nalism (Archard, 1990; Clarke, 2002; Dworkin, 1983; Gert & Culver, 1976; Grill,
2007; Sartorius, 1983; Sennett, 1993). While the asymmetric power relation be-
tween A and B may or may not cause general discomfort, it is rather the issue of
implying that B is uncapable or incompetent to know what is best for them that
makes paternalism such a problematic practice: It subverts B's agency (Weidenstedst,
2016).

Employee empowerment can be argued to share one fundamental property with pa-
ternalism, namely the fact that employment relations build on asymmetric power
relations between leader and member: Leaders, not members, decide whether and
how to empower members. This prerequisite underlines the power imbalance and

1 In the following I use the terms "leader” and "member" to denote formal positions within a
workplace hierarchy, i.e. a leader has the formal authority to lead (or manage) followers, i.e.
members of an organisation, unit, or team. The choice of wording is not to disregard the im-
portance of employees' voice and other, more balanced, power relations at the workplace, but
to differentiate between those formal authorities that can implement empowerment efforts and
those who cannot. It is this reasoning that motivates the narrow stipulative definition.
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makes members passive receivers of leaders’ benevolence (Pellegrini & Scandura,
2008).2

It could be argued that this power imbalance is not a given fact in all kinds of work-
place and organisational contexts, since informal leaders and union representatives
—to name but two examples—may contribute to a more democratic power balance
and employee voice (cf. Greene et al., 2000; Pielstick, 2000; Wilkinson et al.,
2018). While not intending to downplay the importance of more balanced power
relations at the workplace, this conceptual analysis seeks to focus on the most asym-
metric of dyadic relations: Namely those relations in which employer and employee,
leader and member, have just such a clear power imbalance between them. The rea-
son for this focus is the assumption that it is this kind of cases in which empower-
ment efforts are at risk of turning out as disadvantageous for the employee.

Even though research has established that empowerment practices are often wel-
comed by employees, the influence employees in asymmetric power relations have
over which resources they receive, when, how, and why tends to be limited. As in
Eylon's (1998, p. 21) powerful words: "the very fact that one group is in the pos-
ition to judge if others are dis-empowered and then to decide what to 'give' so that
they will become 'empowered’ indicates that true empowerment is not occurring.”.

Thus, while leaders might have good intentions, the meaning ascribed to their ac-
tions and words lies in the members' hands. While some may ascribe the leader in-
tentions of support, concern, and protection, others may define the situation more
in terms of authority, agency-deprivation, discrimination, and paternalism (Nort-
house, 1997; Pellegrini & Scandura, 2008; Redding et al., 1994; Westwood &
Chan, 1992). In the latter case, disappointment and frustration may occur due to
feeling deprived of one's agency and the right to decide what one does or does not
need. This, in turn, may make a shared ascription of meaning to each other's fur-
ther communicative messages difficult and result in unsatisfactory or failed empow-
erment.

Theoretical Analysis, Step 1: The Communicative Workplace Context

In this section, the workplace as communicative context will be analysed, followed
by a section analysing empowerment as embedded in this very context. The main

2 It has been noted by previous research that industrial paternalism has evolved from an authori-
tarian type towards a more didactic one: While authoritarian paternalism is based on a hier-
archical and commanding attitude, didactic paternalism strives for a more warm and emotional
interaction, where employers seek to gain employees' approval as to the benefits of the employ-
ers' benevolent practices (cf. Ericsson, 2003; Tsutsui, 1997). In terms of empowerment, one
could think of it as paternalistic in the didactic sense, seeking to establish consensus on em-
powerment's benefits for both employer and employee. However, the basic implication of pa-
ternalism (i.e. subverting B's agency) remains across different types of paternalism and, thus,
the distinction into authoritarian and didactic paternalism will not be used in the further de-
velopment of the paper's argument.
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argument in this first section is that workplace relations build on specific, commu-
nicative prerequisites, the interpretation of them, and ascription of meaning to
them. These prerequisites are here identified as formal employment contracts and
informal, psychological contracts—producing formal and informal relations.

Contextual Meaning of Formal and Informal Contracts

Formal, written employment contracts ordinarily include specifics about payment,
work hours, holidays, and sick leave (Brown et al., 2000). They may also comprise
complex details about the employee’s roles and responsibilities, expectations in
terms of outcome, and possibly penalties in case of misconduct or noncompliance
(Poppo and Zenger, 2002; but see Fehr and Gichter, 1998, p. 848, who argue that
"[tJhe obligations of both employer and employee are left unspecified in many
states of the world"). Since both employer and employee sign the formal employ-
ment contract, it serves as official part of their communicative workplace context.

While formal contracts are primarily treated as documented agreements about obli-
gations that can be enforced by law (Macneil, 1985), historically, aspects entailed in
contractual relationships other than those formally prosecutable have been paid less
attention to (but see Durkheim in The Division of Labor in Society (Durkheim,
[1893] 2014, pp. 158-180)). However, more recent research has established that
such aspects often are incorporated in informal contracts, generally known as psy-
chological contracts. Robinson and Rousseau describe psychological contracts as
"[an individual's] belief that some form of a promise has been made and that the
terms and conditions of the contract have been accepted by both parties” (1994, p.
246). Psychological contracts contain, first, transactional elements such as a com-
mon understanding of pay and performance. Second, they include relational ele-
ments which are more "dynamic and socioemotional rather than economic in na-
ture”" (Isaksson et al., 2010, p. 698), such as job security and loyalty. Together, for-
mal (written) and informal (psychological) contracts combine to serve as a founda-
tion for the employer's and employee's joint definition of the situation, i.e. the com-
municative workplace context.

From an interactionist point of view, the communicative context can only be as-
sumed to fill its purpose if all actors have the communicative understanding neces-
sary for keeping the basic functionality of the contractual foundation intact. Thus,
a considerable amount of shared knowledge must exist between employer and em-
ployee to be able to ascribe the social interaction of "employment” the appropriate
communicative meaning (Goffman, 1981; Mead, [1934] 1967), to identify relevant
role expectations, and to enact those roles accordingly (Goffman, 1959).

A crucial communicative aspect entailed in psychological contracts is the mutual
understanding of what it means to sign a formal employment contract. Both types
of contracts are based on a belief in the function and meaning of employment con-
tracts, yet the psychological contract predominates insofar as a violation of the for-
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mal employment contract could have consequences for the employee’s belief in an
intact psychological contract (Dabos & Rousseau, 2004, p. 55)—while this might
not apply vice versa.

Contextual Meaning of Five Workplace Elements

From a communicative micro-level point of view, it can be argued that a few ele-
ments of formal and informal contractual relations are particularly relevant for em-
powering leadership, since they constitute the most basic understanding of the
workplace context. While certainly not exhaustive for every type of work relation,
five elements were chosen to exemplify the importance of ascribing the correct
meaning to each other's actions in a workplace context: (1) exchange agreement, (2)
working position, (3) hierarchies, (4) responsibility for productivity, and (5) compe-
tence. The choice of these five elements is grounded in the literature: Three of them
are recurrently mentioned as elements of formal and/or psychological contracts (ex-
change agreement, responsibility for productivity, and competence; see Isaksson et
al., 2010; Poppo & Zenger, 2002). Working position and hierarchies can, from a
micro-sociological and communicative point of view, be considered decisive ele-
ments for identity formation and are thus necessary to understand the relevant roles
and role expectations involved in workplace interaction (Goffman, 1959).

Element (1) concerns the exchange agreement. Employer and employee enter an ex-
change relationship, implying that the employer attends to the role of needing to
get work done and, in exchange, compensates the employee for performing that
work. In turn, the employee needs to know that he or she will be expected to fulfil
the duties included in the role of being an employee (see Fehr & Gichter, 1998). It
is necessary for both parties to accept this exchange agreement of work for payment
and to have shared knowledge about the possibility of negotiating conditions, such
as salary or working hours, as well as how to negotiate—which includes compre-
hending different compensation systems.

(2) concerns the working position. Employer and employee must interpret correctly
what it means to agree on a certain position for the employee within the organisa-
tion. Whether manager or assembly-line worker, the employer and employee need
to know what it means to accept the assignment of a particular job position as well
as which responsibilities and specific role expectations it entails.

(3) concerns hierarchies. The assignment of a specific position implies the accep-
tance of hierarchies in the organisation and the fact that employees most likely will
have to answer to one or several leaders. This includes the shared knowledge that
leaders have the right and the obligation to tell members what to do and how to do
it.

(4) concerns responsibility for productivity. Employer and employee must be aware
of role expectations related to responsibility and performance: They need to have
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joint knowledge about the employee’s obligation to fulfil whatever work tasks ac-
company the working position in question. In other words, the employee is aware
of the responsibility he or she has for successfully executing relevant work-related
processes within a given time frame while the employer provides the employee with
necessary resources.

(5) concerns competence. Employer and employee ascribe, ideally, the same mean-
ing to the notion of competence: They agree on which competence is needed for
the job at hand, that the employee in fact has that very competence—or can acquire
it—and that he or she can take on responsibility for productivity and relevant work
assignments.

The communicative workplace context certainly entails more elements than these.
Here, they were chosen to serve as illustration for the kind of joint knowledge and
correct ascription of meaning necessary for workplace relations to work. In the next
step, they will also be used as illustrative foundation for the analysis of a number of
empowerment practices' embeddedness in the communicative context.

Theoretical Analysis, Step 2: Empowerment Practices'
Embeddedness in the Communicative Workplace Context

The main argument in this section is that empowerment cannot be self-supporting.
As any other interaction, empowerment practices are embedded in a jointly created
social and communicative context, meaning their success depends significantly on
the meanings ascribed to them. Here, an analysis is presented in four parts, explor-
ing the possible discrepancies in role expectations and ascriptions of meaning that
could occur when leaders empower. It is also discussed which negative consequences
such discrepancies can have on members' psychological empowerment and psycho-
logical contracts. Having been validated by previous research (Spreitzer, 1995,
2008), the empowerment practices mentioned earlier are used as examples (see table
1 for an overview of the analysis).

First, joint knowledge about the prerequisites and conditions of a mutual exchange
agreement was discussed above as one basic element of the communicative work-
place context. In terms of structural empowerment, one practice stands out as par-
ticularly relevant for the actors’ ascriptions of meaning to empowerment's exchange
properties: pay based on skills, knowledge, or competency. The idea of skill-based
pay (SBP; also knowledge- or competency-based pay) is defined as setting "pay rates
based on how many skills and competencies employees have, or jobs they potential-
ly can do, not on the job they hold" (Giancola, 2011, p. 220).

Approaching SBP from a communicative point of view means to address the prob-
lem of whether all actors ascribe SBP the same meaning. For instance, do leaders'
and members' ascriptions of meaning regarding the definition, measurement, and
evaluation of relevant skills match (Hofrichter & Spencer, 1996; Lawler, 1996,
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2000)? Since SBP aims at motivating members to learn and develop new skills and
thus perform better (Lawler & Ledford, 1986, p. 57), it also entails new roles and
role expectations. For members' ascriptions of meaning to concur with those in-
tended by the empowering leader, members must recognise that their roles and role
expectations may change continuously (see Goffman, 1959). If ascriptions do not
match, there is a greater risk that SBP may be experienced as unjust and disappoint-
ing by members (see Lee et al., 1999).

Since SBP encourages employees to develop more competencies to be more valuable
to the company, SBP could—{rom a communicative point of view—Dbe argued to
foster employees' sense of meaningfulness, competence, self-determination and im-
pact (see above on psychological empowerment practices). Being more valuable
could possibly translate into increased pay, implying greater meaningfulness and
impact for employees.

However, considering the communicative context in which empowerment is em-
bedded, being encouraged to take on responsibility for developing skills can also be
argued to challenge leaders' and members' expectations towards each other. The
seemingly voluntary decision to acquire new skills may be ascribed a different
meaning, for instance one of tacit obligation: Implied or tacit expectations as to
which competencies to develop, when, and how may be interpreted as leaving little
room for self-determination (see table 1). Thus, while members could ascribe SBP
the meaning intended by leaders, they could also ascribe such leadership the oppo-
site: a paternalistic, benevolent attitude that disregards individuals' own agency and
wishes (Weidenstedt, 2016). Ascribing a paternalistic meaning to empowerment
may result in employees' insecurity and the impression that their formal and/or in-
formal exchange agreement is unreliable, since it is indirectly controlled by the or-
ganisation's evaluation of skill. This, in turn, could lead to the opposite of psycho-
logical empowerment: wariness, dissatisfaction, stress, and feelings of powerlessness.

Second, as previously mentioned, the communicative workplace context involves
the aspects working position and hierarchies. In relation to these, structural empow-
erment practices intended to provide employees with autonomy regarding decision-
making, resources, handling of information, etc. risk leading to discrepancies in as-
criptions of meaning. For instance, while leaders hope to increase members' engage-
ment, motivation, and, ultimately, performance (Markos & Sridevi, 2010), mem-
bers might ascribe the inclusion in various decision-making processes a different
meaning: As in the case of SBP, greater autonomy could imply continuous direct or
indirect changes regarding working position, work tasks, hierarchical structures, and
areas of responsibility.
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Furthermore, participative decision-making goes frequently hand in hand with flat-
tened hierarchical structures and teamwork, encouraging members to take on more
responsibility in self-managed teams (Srivastava et al., 2006). While self-managed
teams imply more autonomy and less dependence on leaders, they also imply de-
creased individual self-determination, which is highly relevant for feelings of psy-
chological empowerment. In self-managed teams, members do not have sole re-
sponsibility—and therefore control—over their work, since other team members
have the right to intervene. Also, members can now be held responsible for the ac-
tivities of other team members. This increases the responsibility of members while
at the same time reducing the individual’s impact on the overall outcome (on nega-
tive effects of self-managing teams, see Barker, 1993).

Thus, taking the communicative context into consideration brings several potential
conflicts to light: Due to the power imbalance between leaders and members in de-
ciding over the distribution of workplace resources, leaders decide in which areas
members will be granted autonomy. Leaders may choose areas of increased responsi-
bility and influence for members with which the latter might not necessarily feel
comfortable. Failing to make sense to members, this could possibly lead to in-
creased stress due to greater role ambiguity and role overload (Shulez et al., 2009) as
well as to disruptions in terms of cooperation, coordination, and communication
(Dahl, 2011). An unwanted increase in responsibility and new and extended roles
could be experienced as stressful and overwhelming and lead to a diminished sense
of security, self-efficacy, and self-esteem (Cast & Burke, 2002, p. 1048ff.).

Again, while members might indeed ascribe empowerment practices the meaning
intended by leaders, they might also ascribe empowering leadership a paternalistic
undercurrent: the organisation assuming that all employees prefer autonomy re-
garding decision-making, resources, handling of information, etc., thereby not pay-
ing attention to the communicative workplace context and the formal and informal
expectations that might exist between employers and employees, leaders and mem-
bers.

Third, another element in the communicative workplace context is responsibility
for productivity. In order to take on responsibility for one's performance, i.e. to exe-
cute one's job, members need all relevant information. The role of structural em-
powerment practices aimed at improving the flow of information within the organi-
sation, both downwards (from leaders) and upwards (to leaders), is to create trans-
parency: A downward flow includes information such as "clear goals and responsi-
bilities, strategic direction, competitive intelligence, and financial performance in
terms of costs, productivity, and quality” (Spreitzer, 2008, p. 56); the upward flow
informs leaders about members' attitudes and ideas (ibid.). Spreitzer argues that the
more information members get, the smarter they can work—and the better deci-
sions they can make (ibid.).

19.01.2026, 19:42:15. [o—


https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2020-4-444
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Employee Empowerment and Paternalism 457

From a communicative point of view, two aspects are of importance: First, a down-
ward flow of information is tightly interwoven with the idea of participative deci-
sion-making, flat organisational structures, and self-managed teams, since those or-
ganisational forms require members to be kept in the loop. Taking on responsibility
requires members to ascribe meaning to their working position agreed on, their
place in the organisation's hierarchy, and their role in terms of responsibility and
productivity. Their interpretations also influence which meaning they ascribe to the
exchange of information and whether they think that the given information enables
them to make a meaningful impact and thus become psychologically empowered.
Here, leaders and members may have different ideas about which kind of informa-
tion is necessary, correct, adequate, etc. in order to take on responsibility, perform
well and become empowered.

Second, for an upward flow of information to have a positive effect on members, a
trustworthy relationship to leaders is vital. Members who take their responsibility
seriously need to be reassured that conveying information on problematic issues is

truly appreciated and "safe to voice" (Milliken et al., 2003, p. 1473).

As mentioned previously, the inherent power differential between leaders and mem-
bers gives leaders the prerogative to decide what to communicate, how, and when.
Depending on leaders' decisions, their behavior may risk communicating paternal-
istic attitudes towards members, knowing better than they do which information
they need to fulfil their responsibility and perform well. In members, this could
evoke feelings of being disrespected, reducing their agential options and hindering
the execution of tasks—therewith keeping them from making an impact. Also,
members might be afraid of sanctions or feel disrespected in that their opinions do
not seem to matter (Schirmer et al., 2012). Ascribing meanings such as these to em-
powering leadership could lead to members questioning the validity of their formal
and informal agreements. At worst, this might lead to an alienation of members by
disempowerment on a psychological level.

Fourth, mutual understanding of the meaning of competence in the given employ-
ment relationship was previously mentioned as one of five basic elements of the
communicative workplace context. Advanced vocational trainings and workshops
are popular structural empowerment practices to improve members' competence
and, by doing so, also their level of psychological empowerment (such as motiva-
tion, sense of self-efficacy and meaningfulness).

Studies have shown that trainings aimed at improving competence are more effect-
ive, the more the training is relevant for the trainees (Burke & Hutchins, 2007).
They have further shown that trainees who experience the training as relevant suc-
ceed better in transferring their newly acquired skills (Axtell et al., 1997). From a
psychological empowerment view, members might not generally have negative atti-
tudes towards acquiring new knowledge. Yet, they may find it difficult to make pos-
itive sense of such trainings: In cases where the type of education or training is cho-
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sen by leaders rather than members, the latter may experience the communicative
messages entailed in "not getting to have a say” as paternalistic and as having their
capability questioned to know themselves which competencies they do or do not
have (Weidenstedt, 2016). In the eyes of members, leaders may seem to communi-
cate that they know better how to empower and motivate members than they know
themselves (Archard, 1990; Dworkin, 1983; Sartorius, 1983). Members may thus
experience a lack of self-determination and trust in their competencies—counter-
acting a feeling of psychological empowerment. To avoid unfavourable communica-
tive discrepancies and to ensure "clear communication between supervisors and em-
ployees about the benefits derived through training” (Guthrie & Schwoerer, 1994,
p. 416), members could be included in the choice of trainings.

Discussion

This study aimed at providing a conceptual analysis of the communicative chal-
lenges involved in empowering leadership by using an interactional and commu-
nicative perspective on the relationship between leaders and members. It was pro-
posed that the lowest common denominator of this relationship consists of a com-
municative workplace context that can be regarded as the foundation on which em-
powering leadership rests. For empowering practices to be fruitful, leaders' and
members' ascriptions of communicative meanings to empowering actions need to
be agreed on.

The theoretical analysis shows that empowering leadership entails two main chal-
lenges from a communicative point of view. First, empowerment bears the risk of
being experienced as paternalistic. Members might not assign the intended positive
meaning to the leaders’ communicative messages. Discrepancies in ascriptions of
meaning can lead to negative consequences for the relationship between leaders and
members, especially if members experience these differences as paternalistic and/or
as violating their psychological contract (Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Robinson,
1996; Turnley & Feldman, 2000). Second, such perceived contractual breaches can
be experienced as psychologically disempowering: Members might feel distressed
and disrespected in their roles as relevant and active members of the workplace con-
text.

There are several implications for the practice of and research on empowering lead-
ership. Firse, it indicates that leaders may benefit from reflecting on the importance
of ascriptions of meaning and whether their intended communicative messages
could be ascribed different meanings by members. Second, the study shows that
particularly one communicative meaning entailed in empowerment may cause
problems for the leader-member relationship: the fact that empowerment may be
perceived as paternalistic leadership, meaning the leader gets to decide whom to
empowet, how, and when. Third, since ascriptions of meaning depend on the defi-
nition of the situation, i.e. the communicative workplace context, members in dif-
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ferent communicative workplace contexts are likely to ascribe different meanings.
Thus, members will not all prefer the same type of empowerment.

Since this study is built on very general—and theoretical—assumptions regarding
working conditions and employment contracts, the aim of the analysis is to serve as
an illustration of possible pitfalls. As such, the insights presented here suggest future
empirical research investigating differences in empowerment preferences for differ-
ent groups of employees, whether in terms of hierarchy or tasks in the workplace or
in terms of their private lives or socio-economic situations.
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