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The question of how to improve employees’ adaptive performance in dynamic
environments has become a hot issue in organizational management. Although previous
research has focused on the antecedents of adaptive performance, less attention has
been paid to the impact of mentoring. Based on the conservation of resources theory
and regulatory focus theory, this study examines the impact mechanism and boundary
conditions of mentoring on protégés’ adaptive performance. In addition, through an
empirical analysis of 269 samples, this study finds that mentoring has a significant
positive impact on protégés’ adaptive performance. Thriving at work plays a full
mediation role between mentoring and protégés’ adaptive performance, and protégés’
promotion focus moderates the relationship between mentoring and thriving at work
such that the relationship is stronger among protégés with a higher promotion focus.
Furthermore, the indirect relationship between mentoring and adaptive performance is
stronger when protégés have a high level of promotion focus.

Keywords: mentoring, adaptive performance, thriving at work, promotion focus, conservation of resources
theory, regulatory focus theory

INTRODUCTION

The question of how employees can maintain high performance in uncertain and complex
environments is critical for individuals and organizations. In relation to work role performance,
uncertainty in an organizational context occurs when the inputs, processes, or outputs of work
systems lack predictability (Wall et al., 2002). Models of positive work role behaviors (Griffin et al.,
2007) have indicated that adaptive performance, i.e., an individual’s ability to address, cope with,
and predict the degree and performance of change in an uncertain work environment, is different
from traditional task performance and contextual performance (Griffin and Hesketh, 2003). Studies
have found that the factors affecting adaptive performance include individual factors (such as
general cognitive ability, self-efficacy, big five personality traits, and proactive personality) (LePine
et al., 2000; Griffin and Hesketh, 2004, 2005; Tolentino et al., 2014) and contextual factors (such
as interaction and support in teams) (Griffin et al., 2007). Therefore, in the uncertain context of
change, it is of theoretical and practical significance to further study how to trigger the adaptive
performance of employees and what type of human resource management systems or policies and
mechanisms might improve employee adaptability and flexibility.
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Mentoring, which is defined for the purposes of this paper
as a human resource management system with both practicality
and operability, is valued by the practice community (Hegstad,
1999). Mentoring is a positive and interactive development
relationship established by a mentor and protégé (Kram
and Isabella, 1985; Eby and Robertson, 2019). Mentorship is
conducive to improving a protégé’s performance, promoting the
socialization of new employees, reducing turnover intentions,
helping individuals succeed in their careers, and facilitating
positive psychological states and emotions such as self-
efficacy, psychological safety, and self-identity (Ragins, 2016).
Conservation of resources theory (COR) holds that people
always strive to protect, acquire, and construct the resources
they consider important (Hobfoll, 1989). Numerous studies have
shown that knowledge, skills, social relations, social support, job
development opportunities, job autonomy, well-being, and an
optimistic personality are all valuable resources for individuals
(Halbesleben et al., 2014). By means of knowledge and skills
sharing, mentoring provides protégés with challenging work,
social support, and relationship protection, which have a positive
impact on protégés’ performance and behavior (Liu et al.,
2012). Moreover, some scholars have analyzed the function of
mentoring from the perspective of job resources (i.e., skills,
perspectives, psychological resources, and social capital) (Chen
et al., 2017). In dynamic and uncertain situations, this study
will explore the positive relationship between mentoring and
adaptive performance based on conservation of resources theory,
paying particular attention to how protégés obtain beneficial
resources from their mentors. Second, we explore the mediation
mechanism of mentoring and adaptive performance. Spreitzer
et al. (2012) proposed the concept of thriving at work, which
refers to the mental state of an individual who is constantly
struggling and maintaining vitality at work and includes the
two dimensions of learning and vitality. Studies have found
that self-efficacy, knowledge, and skills are important antecedent
variables of adaptive performance (Morgan et al., 2003; Chen
et al., 2005) and that the knowledge, skills, psychological support,
and role modeling transmitted from mentors may impact a
protégé’s learning growth and vibrant mental state. Thus, thriving
at work may play an important bridging role in mentoring and
adaptive performance.

Furthermore, in terms of boundary conditions, research has
been conducted on the interactions among mentoring and
protégé characteristics such as learning goal orientation, self-
monitoring, core self-evaluation (Hu et al., 2014), extroversion,
proactive personality (Turban et al., 2016), and emotional
intelligence (Hu et al., 2016). Different protégés may have
different responses to mentoring; thus, the degree of mentoring
influence also varies. That is, the effectiveness of mentoring
is closely related to the protégé’s needs and characteristics. As
mentioned above, mentoring provides protégés with a variety of
work resources that are conducive to career success (Kammeyer-
Mueller and Judge, 2008; Chen et al., 2013). Therefore, the
motivation and traits related to protégés’ growth and self-
regulation should be investigated. Regulatory focus theory
(Higgins, 1997, 1998) has proven to be useful for understanding
self-regulation by describing how people self-regulate through

two coexisting regulatory systems that cater to various needs
during goal pursuit (Higgins and Spiegel, 2004; Scholer and
Higgins, 2010). Regulatory focus theory (RFT) divides the state
and method of people’s pursuit of goals into two independent
tendencies: promotion focus and prevention focus. Regulatory
focus with a personality-chronic prevention or promotion focus,
also known as long-term and stable regulatory focus, is a
personality tendency formed by children’s growth and influenced
by caregivers and an individual’s experience of success or failure
(Brockner and Higgins, 2001; Van-Dijk and Kluger, 2004). The
resources provided by mentoring, such as knowledge and skill
guidance, cater to a protégé’s development needs; congruence
(or fit) between a promotion focus and thriving at work
increases motivation (Van-Dijk and Kluger, 2004; Li et al., 2019).
Individuals with high promotion focus attach great importance
to acquisition; they desire to learn and develop, and their level
of thriving at work will be high. Therefore, this study focuses on
the moderating role of promotion focus and attempts to answer
whether the impact of mentoring on protégés’ thriving at work
and adaptive performance varies with individual characteristics.

The research has called for non-Western samples of
mentoring (Wang et al., 2010) to enhance the external validity
of the previous studies. From the perspective of COR and RFT,
this issue is particularly relevant among Chinese employees,
explores the mechanism through which mentoring influences
protégés’ adaptive performance by thriving at work in the formal
mentoring, and examines the contingency effect of protégés’
promotion focus, with a view to providing corresponding
suggestions for business management practices.

Literature Review and Hypotheses
Development
Mentoring and Adaptive Performance
Since Kram proposed the definition of mentoring in 1983, the
mentoring research has gradually become an important area of
organizational management. The most widely accepted definition
is that mentoring is a developmental interactive relationship
established between mentors and protégés in an organization in
which mentors transmit knowledge, skills, and experience and
provide support, guidance, and friendship to protégés (Haggard
et al., 2010; Wu et al., 2019).

As their work role involves frequent interactions with
protégés, mentors’ influences have an important impact on
protégés’ career success, performance, and compensation
(Lapointe and Vandenberghe, 2017). According to COR theory,
resources are “something that has individual characteristics,
conditions, and energy that make individuals feel valuable or
a way to obtain them.” To avoid the threat of damaging or
losing valuable resources, individuals tend to retain, protect, and
acquire precious resources (Hobfoll, 2002). Knowledge, skills, job
development opportunities, job autonomy, social relationships,
social support, job happiness, and optimistic personality can be
considered to be valuable resources for individuals (Halbesleben
et al., 2014). Mentoring provides protégés with challenging work,
social support, and safe relationship harbors through a process
of knowledge and skill sharing, which positively affects employee
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performance and behavior (Ragins et al., 2016). Additionally,
mentoring helps employees build a positive psychological
experience by providing supportive resources to address the
challenges of uncertainty and to realize individual socialization
(Allen et al., 2017).

Adaptive performance refers to employees’ proficiency
in changing behavior to adapt to job requirements and
various changes in uncertain environments (Pulakos et al.,
2000). From the perspective of performance behavior, various
adaptive behavioral responses include cognitive and non-
cognitive components. Among them, the former mainly involves
problem-solving skills and flexible use of knowledge; the latter
includes mentality adjustments in response to task changes
(Allworth and Hesketh, 1999). As mentioned above, the
individual’s general cognitive ability, self-efficacy, personality
traits, and environmental factors in the team have a significant
impact on adaptive performance (Tolentino et al., 2014;
Park and Park, 2019).

Specifically, the mentor provides and supplements the
protégé’s work resources through guidance, thereby improving
the protégé’s adaptive performance level. First, mentoring
improves knowledge and skills (Kwan et al., 2010; Husted
et al., 2012), which is conducive to the development of
adaptive performance. Mentorship schema theory assumes that
the mentor transmits knowledge, skills, and experience to the
protégé through professional support, especially the sharing
and transmission of tacit knowledge, such that the protégé
can quickly master the professional knowledge and work skills
required for the position, improve his or her cognitive level
through social learning (Ragins and Verbos, 2007; Kwan et al.,
2011; Liu et al., 2012), and enhance his or her ability to
adapt to change. The research shows that knowledge and
skills have a direct and indirect role in promoting adaptive
performance (Chen et al., 2005; Tolentino et al., 2014). Second,
mentoring improves protégés’ self-efficacy and positively affects
their adaptive performance (Griffin and Hesketh, 2003). In
a mentorship, the mentor guides protégés to gain practical
experience and alternative experience to achieve physical and
mental improvement and enhance self-efficacy (Allen et al.,
2005). Moreover, when the mentor accepts and approves of the
protégé, that constructive care and communication increases the
protégé’s self-confidence in his or her work (Eby et al., 2013). The
acquisition of work abilities and the protection, counseling, and
guidance provided by mentors increase the protégé’s sense of self-
efficacy and psychological safety (Spreitzer et al., 2005) thereby
increasing the protégé’s motivation to respond to changing
conditions. Third, mentoring is a supportive organizational
factor that promotes employees’ adaptive performance (Baranik
et al., 2010). In addition to career support, mentors serve as
protégés’ protectors, consultants, and guides, providing safe
harbor, friendship, and acceptance when necessary and creating a
positive group or organizational climate such that the contextual
factor can effectively promote adaptive performance (Park and
Park, 2019). In short, mentoring provides knowledge, skills, self-
efficacy, social support, and other work resources by means of
career support, psychosocial support, and role modeling, which
enhances employees’ motivation, ability, and employability to

achieve adaptive performance (Bozionelos et al., 2015). Based on
the above analysis, we propose Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 1. Mentoring has a significant influence on
protégés’ adaptive performance.

Mediating Role of Thriving at Work
Thriving at work is a vigorous mental state that refers to the
positive experience of individuals at work accompanied by vitality
and learning (Spreitzer et al., 2005). The two dimensions of
vitality and learning correspond to the emotional and cognitive
experience during personal growth (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Vitality
is a feeling of energy, activity, and enthusiasm (Spreitzer and
Porath, 2013). Learning is the ability to improve work and
build self-efficacy through knowledge and skills (Spreitzer and
Porath, 2013). Scholars believe that the experience of thriving
at work includes learning, recognition, and achievement, as
well as interpersonal relationships and mutual help behavior.
From the socially embedded model of thriving at work and the
integrative model of human growth at work, it can be seen
that individual work resources are important antecedents of
thriving at work (Quinn et al., 2012). The resources employees
obtain in the workplace are work resources, which have an
effect on individuals’ perceptions, emotions, and relationships
(Schaufeli et al., 2009).

Mentoring provides protégés with a variety of work resources
to help them achieve a learning state and a vigorous experience,
thereby promoting the emergence of thriving at work (Chen et al.,
2017; Prem et al., 2017). Some scholars have proposed that the
resources provided by mentors include the following four main
types: skills, perspectives, psychological resources, and social
capital (Mao et al., 2016). Specifically, the knowledge, skills, and
constructive suggestions from mentors are conducive to protégés’
learning and growth and help them adapt to organizational
norms and achieve the organizational socialization (Son, 2016;
Allen et al., 2017). Second, for a new generation of employees, the
mentor’s acceptance, approval, and benign interactive feedback
provide valuable emotional resources that can supplement their
psychological resource loss due to work stress (Chen et al., 2017).
Meanwhile, the mentor’s protection and help make the protégés
feel psychologically safe and allow them to form a positive self-
evaluation, making it easier for them to reach a state of vitality.
Third, protégés will shape their attitudes, values, and behaviors
and form a positive self-concept and role identity by learning
from and imitating mentors (Liu et al., 2012). The mentor helps
the protégé analyze problems from a broad perspective, solve
problems, expand awareness, and promote the protégé’s personal
progress and growth (Eby and Robertson, 2019). In other words,
during the mentorship, mentors act as role models for their
protégés, which helps them realize self-expansion (Aron et al.,
2013). Finally, in the organization, the mentor is the protégé’s
most important source of social capital. The social network
constructed by protégés through a mentor can emerge in a
short period of time to achieve challenging tasks, maximize
interpersonal resources, and obtain development opportunities
(Seibert and Liden, 2001). Moreover, an individual’s thriving at
work is not a static state but a state that is continuously triggered
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by agentic work behavior (Niessen et al., 2012), among which
the interaction between the mentor and protégé as a positive
interpersonal connection belongs to the category of heedful
relating, which is conducive to thriving at work. At the same time,
the work resources obtained during mentoring in turn promote
individuals’ ability to act agentically and increase their level of
thriving at work (Niessen et al., 2012).

Mentoring helps the protégé experience a sense of thriving
at work to achieve adaptive performance in two ways: cognitive
and non-cognitive (Husted et al., 2012; Eby et al., 2013). On
the one hand, learning at work not only allows protégés to
gain knowledge and build self-confidence but also enhances
their ability to identify organizational problems and improve
the status of the organization (Magni et al., 2013). The sense
of self-efficacy brought by this ability makes the protégé believe
that he or she can adapt to the work environment, has the
proficiency to face changes, and has the confidence to face
setbacks in the implementation of active adaptation behavior and
thus represents the protégé’s willingness to adapt (Pulakos et al.,
2002; Chen et al., 2005). On the other hand, mentoring provides
emotional support, which can bring relational energy and vigor
to work (Shirom, 2011; Owens et al., 2016). Thus, the protégé’s
acquisition and preservation of positive emotional resources is
conducive to expanding thinking, promoting cognitive flexibility,
and enhancing individuals’ behavioral tendencies, which can
yield positive results (Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002). The research
has shown that positive emotions have a positive impact on
employees’ changes and proactive behavior in the presence of
certain risks (Bindl et al., 2012). Relevant research has also
verified the positive correlation between thriving at work and
employee-oriented citizenship behavior (Li et al., 2016) and
taking charge behavior (Zeng et al., 2020). Therefore, the vitality
experienced by the protégé and the related positive affects
can further enhance willingness to adapt (Pulakos et al., 2002;
Chen et al., 2005). The previous studies have noted that self-
efficacy, knowledge, and skills are important antecedent variables
of adaptive performance (Huang et al., 2014; Tolentino et al.,
2014). In summary, from the perspective of acquiring work
resources, this study posits that mentoring will promote protégés’
ability to achieve a thriving work experience and engage in
more adaptive behavior. Based on the above discussion, we
propose Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 2. Thriving at work mediates the relationship
between mentoring and protégés’ adaptive performance.

Moderating Role of Promotion Focus
Due to the potential differences in cognition and status between
the mentor and protégé and because traditional Chinese culture
is characterized by a high power distance, in the Chinese context,
the mentor–protégé relationship is similar to a supervisor–
subordinate relationship (Bozionelos and Wang, 2006). The
contingency theories of leadership emphasize the context factor
and note that the effectiveness of leadership is not only
determined by the leader but is also a function of three variables:
the leader, subordinates, and organizational context. Therefore,

the personality of subordinates, tasks, and organizational factors
must be fully considered in the process of leadership.

As mentioned above, research has been conducted on the
interaction between mentoring and the individual characteristics
of mentors or protégés (such as learning goal orientation,
core self-evaluation, self-esteem, proactiveness, and impression
management strategy) (Kammeyer-Mueller and Judge, 2008;
Ghosh, 2014). Different protégés may have different responses
to mentoring; thus, mentors’ degree of influence also varies;
that is, the effectiveness of mentoring is closely related to
the demands and characteristics of the protégé (Hobfoll
et al., 2018). Mentoring provides protégés with abundant work
resources, which is highly positively related to their growth
and organizational socialization (Chen et al., 2013; Allen et al.,
2017). Therefore, the motivation and traits related to protégés’
development and self-regulation should be explored. Self-
regulation is crucial for adaptive functioning because people
must regulate their cognition and behavior during goal pursuit
(Baumeister et al., 1993; Carver et al., 2000; Higgins, 2001).
In this study, in addition to the impact of mentoring on
protégés’ thriving at work, the protégé’s personality, for example,
regulatory focus, also affects the protégé’s interpretation and
response to the external environment. RFT posits that in the
process of pursuing goals, individuals have a tendency of
“increasing profits and avoiding harm,” and there may be two
independent action strategies: promotion focus and prevention
focus. The promotion focus discussed in this study is related
to individual characteristics that belong to a long-term and
relatively stable regulation focus (Higgins, 1997; Scholer and
Higgins, 2010). Among these characteristics related to growth
and achievement, the trait of adopting an aggressive approach
to achieve ideal self-success is called promotion focus, whereas
prevention focus concentrates on security and adopts avoidance
strategies to avoid failure. Action is taken only to fulfill
responsibilities and obligations. Many studies have confirmed
the interaction between leadership and regulatory focus traits,
which significantly affect employees’ attitudes and performance
in the workplace (Kark et al., 2018). The research also shows
that promotion focus is positively related to learning orientation
(Gorman et al., 2012; Lanaj et al., 2012) and that successful
performance information promotes knowledge sharing through
the mediating role of promotion focus.

Based on RFT, in the process of pursuing goals, the value
derived from cost–benefit maximization is often less than the
value derived from fit generated when the decision-making
method fits an individual’s own regulatory focus. In other words,
the individual will act in a way that fits his own regulatory
focus; when the action direction and the regulatory focus tend
to be consistent, willingness to act is enhanced and a higher
level of evaluation is given to those who fit their focus (Higgins,
2000). Therefore, there are two independent simultaneous
self-regulating strategies for protégés; when mentors transmit
knowledge, skills, values, emotional support, and modeling
behaviors, these developmental resources provide protégés with
positive feedback. In addition, such feedback is congruent with
the protégé’s promotion focus (Van-Dijk and Kluger, 2004). The
positive feedback of mentoring, which promotes the protégé’s
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expectation of thriving at work, will in turn activate the protégé’s
promotion focus rather than prevention focus (Van-Dijk and
Kluger, 2004). Therefore, this study focuses on the moderator
of protégés’ promotion focus as it relates to the positive
mentoring relationship.

When the protégé holds a high level of promotion focus, he
or she regulates his or her nurturance needs, which involves
striving for ideals through advancement and accomplishment
(Lanaj et al., 2012). He or she will pay more attention to personal
growth and development and will be willing to improve himself
or herself through continuous learning or to accept challenging
assignments (Higgins, 1997). This type of action fits with the
working resources, such as career growth and development
opportunities, provided by mentoring and thus leads to higher
vitality and enthusiasm for learning, better association with
mentoring, and a higher level of thriving at work (Higgins, 2000;
Lanaj et al., 2012). In contrast, individuals with low promotion
focus will be less sensitive to the rewards that may be obtained
from superior performance or the valuable work resources of
mentoring (Wallace et al., 2009); thus, the motivation to use
resources to approach desirable end-states is weakened, and the
level of thriving at work is lower.

In addition, the research indicates that individuals’ evaluation
and use of resources depend on whether the characteristics of
the resources meet individual needs. Similarly, individuals with
a proactive personality or a learning goal orientation are more
likely to actively seek mentoring support (Godshalk and Sosik,
2003; Liu et al., 2014). The learning resources and positive
emotional resources provided by mentoring cater to the needs of
protégés with high promotion focus. Therefore, such individuals
experience a greater sense of thriving at work. In short, protégés
with high promotion focus attach importance to acquisition and
are eager to learn and develop; thus, the resources, such as
knowledge and skills guidance, provided by mentoring meet their
needs, and their level of thriving at work is higher. Based on the
above analysis, we propose Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 3. The protégés’ promotion focus moderates the
relationship between mentoring and thriving at work such
that the relationship is stronger for protégés with higher
promotion focus.

Based on the relationship proposed by Hypothesis 2 and
Hypothesis 3, this study predicts that a protégé’s promotion
focus will moderate the mediation of thriving at work between
mentoring and the protégé’s adaptive performance, which
constitutes a moderated mediation model.

Indeed, protégés maintain a state of learning through
vocational support, social psychological support, and role
modeling (Scandura, 1992) and reach a mental level of endeavor
and vitality (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Through both cognitive and
non-cognitive approaches, protégés who thrive at work show
better adaptability and meet the development requirements of the
organization (Husted et al., 2012; Eby et al., 2013). Based on COR
theory, in a mentorship, protégés obtain knowledge and skills,
relational resources, psychological resources, and opinions (Mao
et al., 2016) to cope with job changes. In addition, new knowledge,

skills, and positive emotions are necessary prerequisites for
employees to adopt adaptive behaviors (Park and Park, 2019). It
can be observed that mentoring is conducive to thriving at work
and that the adaptive performance level is higher. As previously
mentioned, individuals who have promotion focus tend to
adopt aggressive approaches to achieve their goals (Higgins,
1997). Otherwise, individuals do not adopt such approaches.
Based on the RFT, individuals will take action in a way that
fits their promotion focus (Higgins, 2000). When mentoring
provides protégés various positive resources, protégés may show
different levels of acceptance and utilization due to their level
of individual promotion focus (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Thus, the
resources provided by mentoring may cater to and stimulate
the needs of protégés with high-level promotion focus for self-
development, pursuit of ideals, and success. These protégés
actively obtain resources, absorb resources, and construct various
work resources to achieve a higher level of thriving at work
and adaptive performance (Higgins, 2000; Van-Dijk and Kluger,
2004). Thus, a protégé’s promotion focus acts as an enhancer
of the indirect relationship between mentoring and adaptive
performance through thriving at work.

Specifically, when the protégé’s promotion focus level is high,
the impact of mentoring on the protégé’s thriving at work will
be greater, and the indirect impact of mentoring transmitted
through thriving at work on the protégé’s adaptive performance
will be stronger. Conversely, when the protégé’s promotion focus
level is low, the relationship between the mentoring and the
protégé’s thriving at work is weaker, and the positive impact of
mentoring transmitted through thriving at work on the protégé’s
adaptive performance will decrease.

Hypothesis 4. The protégé’s promotion focus has a moderate
effect on the mediation between thriving at work and
adaptive performance. The indirect relationship between
mentoring and adaptive performance is weaker when the
protégé has a low level of promotion focus.

Based on the above discussion, the conceptual model of this
study is presented in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Data Collection
The data for this study comes from 19 medium-sized enterprises
in Jiangxi Province, China. Most of these enterprises are located
in the ceramic manufacturing industry, the pharmaceutical
industry, and the chemical industry. In these companies,
formal mentoring systems have been implemented as a tool
for socializing new employees. Prior to the questionnaire,
we obtained the support and permission from the heads of
human resources departments of the above companies. To avoid
common method bias, this study uses matching data from the
mentors and protégés.

Mentoring function, thriving at work, and promotion focus
are reported by the protégés while the adaptive performance of
the protégés is reported by the mentors. On the front page of
the questionnaire, we identified the purpose of this study for the
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FIGURE 1 | Framework.

respondents and guaranteed the anonymity of the survey. To
make the sample more representative, 400 pairs of mentors and
protégés were randomly selected for investigation in this study,
and the questionnaires of 343 pairs were collected. After deleting
the invalid questionnaires, 269 pairs of valid questionnaires were
finally obtained (the effective recovery rate was 67.25%).

Among the effective samples, 69.9% were female protégés and
83.6% were female mentors. As for the age of the protégés, the
majority were 20–29 years old (approximately 85%), and 55.8%
of the mentors were 30–49 years old. In terms of education, most
protégés (67.3%) and mentors (54.3%) were undergraduates,
accounting for 67.3%. The average tenure of the protégés and
mentors was 2.57 years and 7.46 years, respectively.

Measures
Except for the control variables, the items of each measure
(mentoring, thriving at work, promotion focus, and adaptive
performance) were assessed on a five-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

All the measurements in this study were derived from scales
published in authoritative international journals. The mentoring
assessment used the mentoring function questionnaire (MFQ-9)
scale of Castro et al. (2004), which consists of nine items such as
“My mentor takes a personal interest in my career development,”
“I share my personal problems with my mentor,” and “I try to
model my behavior after my mentor.” Thriving at work was
measured using a 10-item scale compiled by Porath et al. (2012).
Example items include “I find myself learning often.” Adaptive
performance was measured using a three-item scale developed by
Griffin et al. (2007). Example items include “The protégé adapted
well to changes in core tasks.” Promotion focus was measured
using a four-item scale developed by Zhou et al. (2011). One

example item is “In general, I am focused on achieving positive
outcomes in my life” (Please see the Appendix). This study
selected gender, age, education, and tenure as control variables.

RESULTS

Measure Validation
This study uses SPSS 19.0 to test the reliability of the related
scales. The internal consistency coefficient of mentoring is 0.86,
that of adaptive performance is 0.90, that of promotion focus is
0.93, and that of thriving at work is 0.84. Confirmatory factor
analysis was performed on four variables using Mplus7 software
to determine the discriminative validity and authenticity between
related variables. The fitting factors of the four-factor model
are significantly better than those of other alternative models
(χ2 = 608.33, χ2/df = 2.08, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.06,
RMSEA = 0.06), which indicates that the four variables have good
discriminant validity, and they represent four constructs that can
be used for subsequent analysis.

Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistical results of the independent
variables, mediation, and dependent variable. A significant
positive correlation is observed between mentoring and thriving
at work (r = 0.37, p < 0.01) and between mentoring and
adaptive performance (r = 0.20, p < 0.01). A significant positive
correlation is observed between thriving at work and adaptive
performance (r = 0.43, p < 0.01), and the correlations between
promotion focus and mentoring, thriving at work, and adaptive
performance were r = -0.01 (p > 0.05), r = 0.20 (p < 0.01),
and r = 0.18 (p < 0.01). The analysis results are consistent

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

(1) Gender 1.70 0.46

(2) Age 29.84 5.06 −0.11

(3) Education 2.68 0.55 −0.01 −0.07

(4) Tenure 2.57 1.89 0.04 0.40** −0.08

(5) Mentoring 3.81 0.68 −0.00 0.02 0.02 0.13*

(6) Thriving at work 3.72 0.52 −0.01 0.13* 0.06 0.15* 0.37**

(7) Promotion focus 4.21 0.62 −0.08 0.06 0.07 0.01 −0.01 0.20**

(8) Adaptive performance 4.33 0.50 −0.13* 0.10 0.02 0.13* 0.20** 0.43** 0.18**

N = 269, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 (two-tailed).
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TABLE 2 | Hierarchical regression analysis results.

Variables Thriving at work Adaptive performance

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8

Gender 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.03 −0.13* −0.13* −0.13* −0.13*

Age 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.10 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.00

Education 0.08 0.07 0.05 0.07 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.00

Tenure 0.12 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.12 0.10 0.13 0.07

Mentoring 0.36*** 0.36*** 0.30*** 0.19** 0.14

Thriving at
work

0.42*** 0.40***

Promotion
focus

0.19** 0.21***

Mentoring*
promotion
focus

0.17**

R2 0.03 0.16 0.19 0.22 0.04 0.07 0.21 0.21

1R2 0.13*** 0.16*** 0.03** 0.03** 0.17*** 0.14***

F 2.28 9.97***10.52***10.42*** 2.68* 4.14** 13.71*** 11.49***

N = 269, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed).

with the theoretical assumptions, thus laying a foundation for
subsequent data analysis.

Hypothesis Testing
To verify the research hypothesis, this study uses a hierarchical
regression method to test the model. The analysis results are
shown in Table 2. First, the main effect test is considered. Model
6 shows that mentoring has a significant positive impact on
protégés’ adaptive performance (β = 0.19, p < 0.01), which
confirms Hypothesis 1.

Second, the mediation effect test is considered. The positive
relationship between mentoring and thriving at work in Model
2 is significant (β = 0.36, p < 0.001). After joining thriving
at work, the positive effect of mentoring on protégés’ adaptive
performance was not significant (β = 0.19, p < 0.01) to (β = 0.14,
p > 0.05) (Model 8), and the coefficient was still significant
(β = 0.40, p < 0.001). According to Baron and Kenny’s test of
the mediation effect, thriving at work provides full mediation
between mentoring and the adaptive performance of protégés.
Hypothesis 2 is thus supported.

In addition, this study uses bootstrapping to analyze the
significance of the indirect effects. The 95% confidence interval
[0.04, 0.19] does not contain 0; thus, the indirect effects are
significant. Furthermore, the effect value of the indirect effects
is 0.12. After controlling for the mediation variable, the direct
effect of mentoring on protégé’s adaptive performance was
not significant, and the 95% confidence interval (−0.06, 0.14)
contained 0, indicating that the mediation role is full mediation.
Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Third, the moderate effect test is considered. Model 4 shows
that the regression coefficient of mentoring∗promotion focus is
significant (β = 0.17, p < 0.01), which indicates that promotion
focus significantly moderates the relationship between mentoring
and thriving at work. Hypothesis 3 is thus verified. To more
intuitively show the moderating effect of promotion focus on

FIGURE 2 | The moderate effect of promotion focus on mentoring and
thriving at work.

mentoring and thriving at work, this paper draws a diagram of
the moderate effect (see Figure 2) and performs a simple slope
test. Figure 2 shows that when the protégé has a higher level
of promotion focus, the impact of mentoring on the protégé’s
thriving at work is stronger. Furthermore, the greater the slope
of the straight line, the lower the level will be of promotion focus.

To test Hypothesis 4, this study conducted a test of the
moderated mediation effect. The results of the bootstrapping
of conditional indirect effects are shown in Table 3. Among
protégés with a high level of promotion focus, the indirect impact
of mentoring on the protégé’s adaptive performance through
thriving at work is significant. Hypothesis 4 is thus supported.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Implications
First, this study focuses on the adaptive dimension of job role
performance and considers this factor an important indicator of
protégé performance in a dynamic environment. The research
shows that adaptive performance is not only an important
performance indicator in a changing environment, but it can,
to a large extent, predict individual task performance and
contextual performance as well as the long-term efficiency
of the organization (Cortina and Luchman, 2012). Previous
studies have mostly used individual abilities and personality
traits (such as emotional stability, ambition, and the big five)
(Pulakos et al., 2002; Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012; Huang
et al., 2014) as antecedent variables of adaptive performance
to conduct empirical research. However, this study pays more

TABLE 3 | Conditional indirect effect test.

Moderates Effect value SE 95% confidence interval

Low promotion focus 0.05 0.48 [−0.30, 0.15]

Medium promotion focus 0.11 0.11 [0.06, 0.18]

High promotion focus 0.17 0.17 [0.10, 0.25]
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attention to the situational factors of the organization and
analyzes the influence mechanism of mentoring on the adaptive
performance of employees.

Second, this study explains how mentoring improves protégé
performance from the perspective of acquiring and preserving
work resources based on COR theory. By contrast, previous
studies have examined the mentoring from the perspective of
social learning, social exchange, social identification, and social
capital (Dougherty and Dreher, 2007; Bozionelos et al., 2011;
Marcinkus Murphy, 2012; Chen et al., 2013; Eby et al., 2015).
The work resources related to mentoring include knowledge
and skills, perspectives, psychological resources, and social
capital, effectively integrating the above theoretical perspectives.
Furthermore, the cognitive and emotional resources brought
about by thriving at work cannot only promote the acquisition
of knowledge and skills but also provide a sense of ability
and enthusiasm such that the protégés have greater ability
and willingness to adapt. Although a recent study conducted
research based on the resource-based perspective to investigate
the double-edged sword effect of mentoring on protégés’ work-
to-family conflict through job resources and workload (Chen
et al., 2017), less attention had been paid to variables involving
both cognitive and emotional factors, such as thriving at work.
Therefore, this study reveals the impact of mentoring on protégé
adaptive performance from a theoretical perspective of resources
and examines the mediation of cognition and emotion.

Third, this study introduces promotion focus as a moderator.
At present, the research has examined the moderator of the
mentor based on contextual factors such as organizational
development atmosphere and power distance orientation (Chen
et al., 2013). Mentoring is a contextual resource; its value
and effectiveness depend on whether it is related to personal
preferences. Previous studies have examined the influence
of personalities on mentoring such as proactivity, core self-
evaluation (Liang and Gong, 2012), and attachment style
(Germain, 2011; Eby et al., 2013). The learning and development
opportunities provided by the mentor cater to the needs of
high promotion focus protégés; thus, their thriving at work is
higher. This study deepens our understanding of how mentoring
affects protégés’ adaptive performance and is an extension of the
research on the mechanism of mentoring.

Practical Implications
In corporate practice, many companies implemented mentoring
programs as an effective talent development tool (Cummings and
Worley, 1997) and elevated these programs to a level of strategic
necessity because mentoring is conducive to employees’
organizational socialization, management development,
succession planning, and diversity enhancement (Hurst
and Eby, 2012). Moreover, mentoring can help organizations
retain talented employees and become an important part of
the organization’s social network (Hurst and Eby, 2012). Our
research findings further verify that mentoring is useful for
protégés’ adaptive performance. Considering the positive effect
of a mentoring system on an organization, companies actively
establish formal mentoring in management practice and guide
seniors and juniors to establish a developmentally oriented

relationship to help protégés actively take measures to adapt to
changes in core tasks and complete core tasks.

Companies should actively mobilize mentoring to help
employees obtain favorable working resources and form a value-
gain spiral. On the one hand, leaders should be fully aware
of the important role of mentoring and provide supportive
measures to ensure the implementation of mentoring, such as
incorporating the guidance of juniors into the performance
appraisal of employees and rewarding mentors and protégés
with high-quality mentorship. On the other hand, leaders should
advocate the establishment of an inclusive, supportive, and
harmonious organizational atmosphere, which could provide
new employees the environmental factors of respect and trust,
promote employees to enhance their career adaptability, and
produce adaptive performance.

In a mentorship, the mentor should treat protégés with
different levels of promotion focus differently while focusing
on the match between personal promotion focus and the
provision of resources. In addition, organizations should
establish corresponding measures to motivate protégés to
improve or demonstrate the characteristics of promotion
focus. Specifically, the mentor can assign challenging work
tasks and self-examination platforms to protégés with high
promotion focus while providing emotional support and security
for protégés with low promotion focus so that they can
complete in-role performance with psychological safety. Finally,
organizations should acknowledge individual initiative and effort
and encourage employees to pay attention to their development
needs and pursuit of ideals and gains.

Limitations and Future Research
First, this study extends the antecedents of adaptive performance
taking into consideration the organizational factors of mentoring.
However, as mentioned above, the factors that influence adaptive
performance, such as individual factors and organizational
factors, are multifaceted. Adaptive performance is likely the
result of the combined effect of individual characteristics
and job/group/organizational characteristics (Park and Park,
2019). The existing research fails to integrate the various
factors. Future research should comprehensively consider the
common impact of different levels of factors on adaptive
performance (Joung et al., 2006; Chaurasia and Shukla, 2014), for
example, the matching of organizational climate with employees’
needs and traits and determining how to affect the adaptive
performance of employees.

Second, based on COR theory, this research uses thriving at
work as a mediation to examine adaptive performance from the
perspective of cognition and emotion. It focuses on the transfer
and acquisition of mentoring resources. Future research will be
based on the perspective of relational theory (Ragins et al., 2016;
Eby and Robertson, 2019); for example, in the self-expansion
model (Chandler et al., 2011), the protégé incorporates the
mentor’s views, resources, and identity into himself or herself to
achieve self-goals. Conversely, the mentor may also improve his
or her ability through active self-expansion, thereby overcoming
career plateaus.
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Third, in terms of research design, this study mainly uses
mentor–protégé paired data to avoid common method deviations
and to verify that the common method deviation levels are
within an acceptable range. However, the causality of mentoring
on adaptive performance has not been fully revealed. In the
future, multiple-time measurements of variables or longitudinal
studies may be used to improve the persuasiveness of the research
conclusions and to detect the dynamic causality between the
variables. For example, the duration of mentoring may affect
the quality of the mentorship. Longitudinal research could be
used to verify the relationship between thriving at work and
individual performance to obtain inspiration from the periodicity
and design of mentoring. In addition, we collected data from
Nanchang and Jingdezhen, Jiangxi Province, China; however, it is
still questionable whether the impact of mentoring on a protégé’s
adaptive performance can be generalized to other samples. Future
research should collect data from various industries and countries
more widely to improve the generalizability of our results.

CONCLUSION

We explored the formation mechanism of employee adaptive
performance in a dynamic and uncertain environment. Based
on the COR theory and RFT theory, this study explored the
mechanism and boundary conditions of mentoring on protégés’
adaptive performance. The data analysis shows that mentoring
can promote the protégé’s adaptive performance and that thriving
at work has a full mediation role between mentoring and the
protégé’s adaptive performance. Moreover, the protégé’s level of
promotion focus reinforces the positive impact of mentoring on
protégés’ thriving at work.

Our findings show that, in addition to personal abilities and
personality traits, mentoring that provides valuable resources can
help protégés adapt to a dynamic task environment. This research
further expands our knowledge of the contextual antecedents
of adaptive performance in organizations and could inspire
leaders to establish mentoring to promote thriving at work
among employees, thereby continuously improving individual

adaptive performance. Furthermore, organizations should take
measures to motivate employees’ promotion focus, such as
providing job opportunities and inclusive leadership (Zeng et al.,
2020). In summary, this study provides useful insights for both
theory and practice.
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APPENDIX

Mentoring
(1) My mentor takes a personal interest in my career.
(2) My mentor helps me coordinate professional goals.
(3) My mentor has devoted special time and consideration to my career.
(4) I share personal problems with my mentor.
(5) I exchange confidences with my mentor.
(6) I consider my mentor to be a friend.
(7) I try to model my behavior after my mentor.
(8) I admire my mentor’s ability to motivate others.
(9) I respect my mentor’s ability to teach others.

Thriving at Work
(1) I find myself learning often.
(2) I continue to learn more and more as time goes by.
(3) I see myself continually improving.
(4) I am not learning (R).
(5) I have developed a lot as a person.
(6) I feel alive and vital.
(7) I have energy and spirit.
(8) I do not feel very energetic (R).
(9) I feel alert and awake.

(10) I am looking forward to each new day.

Adaptive Performance
(1) The protégé adapted well to changes in core tasks.
(2) The protégé coped with changes to the way he/she have to do his/her core tasks.
(3) The protégé learned new skills to help him/her adapt to changes in his/her core tasks.

Promotion Focus
(1) In general, I am focused on achieving positive outcomes in my life.
(2) I typically focus on the successes I hope to achieve in the future.
(3) I often think about how I will achieve my work goals.
(4) Overall, I am more orientated toward achieving success than preventing failure.
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