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How leader humor stimulates
subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior: A social information
processing theory perspective
Xi Wang, Songbo Liu and Wen Feng*

School of Labor and Human Resources, Renmin University of China, Beijing, China

Based on social information processing theory, we provide a novel theoretical

account of how and when leader humor influences subordinate boundary-

spanning behavior. We develop a moderated mediation model explicating

the mechanism of psychological safety and the boundary condition of

subordinate interpersonal influence. Using multiwave data, we tested our

research hypotheses with a sample of 452 members from 140 teams

in a Chinese information technology (IT) company. Results showed that

leader humor positively affects subordinate boundary-spanning behavior via

increased psychological safety. Moreover, this mediated effect is stronger

when subordinates have high interpersonal influence. These findings offer

theoretical and practical insights into boundary-spanning activities and leader

humor, which we discuss.
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Introduction

As organizations worldwide increasingly adopt a flatter organizational structure and
network-based design, team members are expected to cooperate with both internal and
external stakeholders (Choi, 2002). To do so, they must cross their teams’ and even
organizations’ boundaries (Ancona et al., 2002; Marrone, 2010). Boundary-spanning
behavior, defined as subordinate behavior that is intended to establish relationships
and interactions with external actors and helps meet team objectives (Ancona and
Caldwell, 1992; Marrone et al., 2007), has thus become a common organizational
phenomenon. For example, subordinates may solicit resources from higher-level leaders
(Marrone et al., 2022), acquire key information from external parties (Ancona, 1990),
or coordinate tasks with other teams (Ancona and Caldwell, 1992). Supporting the
aforementioned examples, it is suggested that boundary-spanning behavior can protect
organizations from outside threats (Aldrich and Herker, 1976), benefit organizational
innovation (Hargadon, 1998), and subsequently improve organizational effectiveness
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(Carlisle, 2004). Effective boundary-spanning behavior is also
beneficial to team learning, performance, and innovation
(Hargadon, 2002; Marrone et al., 2007; Somech and Khalaili,
2014). Hence, as a promising phenomenon within the complex
and dynamic work environment, boundary-spanning behavior
has garnered extensive attention from scholars (e.g., Marrone
et al., 2007, 2018; Marrone, 2010; Mell et al., 2022).

Traditionally, managing team boundary is the responsibility
of formal leaders (e.g., Morgeson et al., 2010; Marrone et al.,
2018). Due to the increasing need for extensive collaboration
both within and across teams, however, team members
are also expected to proactively engage in boundary-
spanning activities (e.g., Marrone et al., 2007; Marrone,
2010). According to Marrone’s (2010) multilevel review of
the team boundary-spanning literature, “team boundary-
spanning actions originate from the behaviors and actions
of its individual members” (p. 913). Therefore, it is valuable
to conduct research on boundary-spanning behavior at the
individual level. Prior work has elucidated that subordinates
carrying out boundary-spanning behavior can improve their
status, influence, performance, and innovation through
gaining unique information and opportunities (Hargadon,
2002; Tortoriello et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2016; Shah et al.,
2018); however, they can also experience role overload in
meeting contradictory expectations among the internal and
external parties (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz and Kahn, 1978;
Marrone et al., 2007). Further, when leaders view subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior as weakening their control,
they may attempt to undermine such boundary spanners
(Mell et al., 2022). Due to this dual nature of boundary
spanning, it is important to examine determinants that
may shape the tendency of subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior.

Researchers have demonstrated that leaders play a key
role in subordinate boundary-spanning activities (Joshi et al.,
2009; Marrone, 2010). For example, leaders could motivate
subordinates to engage in boundary-spanning behavior through
strategic propositions and supportive coaching (Ancona, 1990;
Marrone et al., 2022). Although these existing studies have
made significant contributions toward our understanding
of how leaders direct, encourage, and support subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior, they underscore that the potential
interpersonal risks for boundary spanners may come from
the leaders themselves. That is, subordinates who step up to
exhibit boundary-spanning behavior may encounter the formal
leaders’ undermining due to weakening their control over
the team (Mell et al., 2022). Despite the common portrait
of boundary-spanning behavior as a worthy, needed, and
encouraged endeavor (Morgeson et al., 2010), subordinates
sometimes see risks for themselves if they step up to do
so (Zhang et al., 2020; Lee Cunningham et al., 2022).
Consequently, more research is urgently needed on how
leaders can help alleviate subordinates’ concerns on the

potential interpersonal risks involved in boundary activities
and motivate them to proactively carry out boundary-spanning
behavior.

Accordingly, this study aims to answer the above research
question through a social information processing theory
perspective, which posits that subordinates actively seek to
understand and behave according to the norms and expectations
in their organizations by processing social information cues
(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Serving as a key information
source, leaders’ behaviors play a vital role in shaping
subordinates’ perceptions of their work environment (Shamir
et al., 1993) and guiding their attitudes and behaviors
(Chiu et al., 2016). Research has found that leader humor—
the extent to which leaders use humor to interact with
subordinates—could provide positive social information cues
(Yam et al., 2018) that reduce hierarchical distance between
leaders and subordinates (Graham, 1995; Mesmer-Magnus
et al., 2012) and help alleviate subordinates’ concerns about
potential risks at work (Cooper et al., 2018). Therefore,
we propose that leader humor could increase subordinates’
willingness to take interpersonal risks (i.e., psychological
safety) (Edmondson, 1999) and engage in boundary-spanning
behavior.

Notwithstanding the above arguments, the effect of leader
humor on subordinate boundary-spanning behavior may vary
among subordinates due to their different abilities in sensing
the social information cues and calibrating their behavior,
as captured by the concept of interpersonal influence (Ferris
et al., 2005). Interpersonal influence enables subordinates
to capture the social information cues of leader humor
and adapt their attitude and behavior accordingly, thus
strengthening the effect of leader humor on subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior via psychological safety. Hence,
we propose that subordinates with high interpersonal influence
are more likely to respond to leader humor and develop
psychological safety, which subsequently facilitates boundary-
spanning behavior.

We tested our theoretical model by using a sample of 452
subordinates from 140 teams in a Chinese information
technology (IT) company, which provided supportive
results. Our research makes three main contributions. First,
we enrich the theoretical understandings of leadership
factors on subordinate boundary-spanning behavior by
identifying the role of leader humor. Second, we uncover
the mediating role of psychological safety in linking
leader humor to subordinate boundary-spanning behavior.
Third, we propose subordinate interpersonal influence
as a boundary condition that explicates the diverse
subordinate responses to leader humor, transferring our
insights to consider the question of why leader humor
has different effects on subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior. Our theoretical model is demonstrated in
Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1

Theoretical model.

Theory and hypotheses
development

Leader humor and subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior

The use of humor by leaders with their subordinates is
receiving growing scholarly interest (e.g., Cooper et al., 2018;
Yam et al., 2018; Tan et al., 2020; Zhang and Su, 2020).
To date, there have been two dominant perspectives on the
definition of leader humor, namely, viewing it as a trait or as
a behavior. From the trait perspective, Martin and Lefcourt
(1984) considered humor to be an individual difference in
abilities or tendencies to create and perceive humorous stimuli.
Martin et al. (2003) categorized humor into four styles (i.e.,
affiliative, aggressive, self-enhancing, and self-defeating humor),
and Martin (2001) defined leader sense of humor as a leader’s
tendency to display amusing behaviors and attitudes in social
interactions. Alternatively, from the behavioral perspective,
Cooper (2005) defined humor as an intentional and social
communication, while Cooper et al. (2018) used leader humor to
refer to the extent to which leaders express humor toward their
subordinates.

In this research, we are interested in humor as a behavior
rather than sense of humor as a trait (Martin and Lefcourt,
1984), as this definition is broad enough to include all types
and forms of humor (e.g., affiliative humor, visual images)
(Cooper, 2008) and also captures interpersonal phenomenon
through actor sharing and target perceiving (Cooper, 2005),
which is appropriate in our research. In line with prior work
(Pundt and Herrmann, 2015; Kim et al., 2016; Cooper et al.,
2018; Carnevale et al., 2022), we consider leader humor at
the individual level because members of the same work group
may have different perceptions of their leader’s humor. Past
research has illustrated the positive effects of leader humor on
job satisfaction, organizational citizenship behavior, and team
performance (Hughes and Avey, 2009; Mao et al., 2017; Cooper
et al., 2018). According to social information processing theory

(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978), subordinates attend to social cues
passed on through leader humor and exhibit positive responses
(Yam et al., 2018). Psychological safety captures a psychological
state, which refers to whether a subordinate feels safe taking
interpersonal risks (Edmondson, 1999). In this respect, we
expect that when leaders express humor at work, subordinate
psychological safety is more likely to be advanced, for several
reasons.

Leader humor reduces hierarchical distance between leaders
and subordinates in organizations (Graham, 1995; Mesmer-
Magnus et al., 2012), which implicitly symbolizes leaders’
willingness to violate hierarchical systems and deemphasize
the hierarchy (Cooper, 2008). Moreover, leader humor displays
leaders’ inclination to show vulnerability and to have more
uncomplicated and open exchanges with subordinates (Yam
et al., 2018). When subordinates perceive leader humor, they are
more likely to receive leaders’ relationship-oriented signals with
friendliness and supportiveness (Blau, 1964; Cooper, 2008), thus
fostering mutual trust and support in interpersonal interactions.
Subordinates also rely on the information from leader humor
to make sense of the environment (Shamir et al., 1993), and
have greater potential to feel secure in interpersonal risk-taking
(Detert and Edmondson, 2011). All of these outcomes may
contribute to a stronger sense of subordinate psychological
safety. Hence, our first hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Leader humor is positively related to
subordinate psychological safety.

Boundary-spanning behavior refers to subordinate efforts
to establish relationships with external parties to achieve
team tasks and objectives (Ancona and Caldwell, 1992).
Although boundary-spanning can bring benefits to subordinates
(Hargadon, 2002; Tortoriello et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2016; Shah
et al., 2018), it can also be challenging and risky for subordinates
to engage in boundary-spanning behavior (Marrone, 2010).
Boundary spanners might encounter inconsistent expectations
from the internal and external entities (Katz and Kahn, 1978;
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Choi, 2002). Moreover, because subordinate boundary activities
weaken the leader’s territorial control over the team, they
could even result in leaders’ undermining (Mell et al., 2022).
Given the potential risks for boundary spanners, we expect
subordinate psychological safety to be a necessary antecedent
of subsequent boundary-spanning behavior. When subordinates
perceive psychological safety by sensing the positive social
information cues of leader humor, they are more likely to access
high levels of trust and mutual respect (Kahn, 1990), and thus
feel safe to establish relationships and interact with external
parties without fear of negative consequences (Marrone et al.,
2007).

Combining the first hypothesis with the above arguments,
we propose that psychological safety works as a mechanism
that links leader humor and subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior. In line with social information processing theory
(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978), subordinates who sense the social
information cues of leader humor will have positive responses
and enhanced psychological safety, increasing the likelihood
that they will take an active part in boundary-spanning activities.
On the basis of these arguments, we predict as follows:

Hypothesis 2. Psychological safety mediates the
relationship between leader humor and subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior.

The moderating role of subordinate
interpersonal influence

To understand when leader humor brings more positive
consequences, we again follow social information processing
theory (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978) and propose that
subordinates’ relational skills may influence the process of
addressing social information. Interpersonal influence reflects
subordinates’ ability to adapt and calibrate their behavior to
different situations (Ferris et al., 2005). Subordinates who
maintain high levels of interpersonal influence are capable of
utilizing their observations and keen understanding to adjust
their behavior to situations (Ferris et al., 2005). Interpersonal
influence is associated with the potential effects of leader humor
because subordinates who possess high levels of interpersonal
influence tend to calibrate their behavior to leader humor,
which stimulates subsequent development of psychological
safety. We expect subordinate interpersonal influence is key
to solve the puzzle of when leader humor contributes to more
positive effects.

From the social information processing theory perspective,
subordinates with different levels of interpersonal influence
will attend to the signals that leaders pass on through humor
during interpersonal interactions and react accordingly with
their own responses (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). As noted,
when subordinates have high levels of interpersonal influence,

they capitalize on their observations and appropriately adapt
their behavior to the situation (Ferris et al., 2005). Faced
with declining hierarchical distance as signaled through
leader humor (Graham, 1995; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012),
subordinates with high interpersonal influence tend to make
sense of leader humor and tailor their initiatives (Wihler et al.,
2017). Such subordinates are thus more likely to react with
positive responses (Gervais and Wilson, 2005; Lynch, 2010),
thereby increasing psychological safety.

In stark contrast, subordinates who possess low levels of
interpersonal influence are less sensitive to social cues and also
less capable of calibrating their behaviors to the situation (Ferris
et al., 2005). When leaders interact in humorous ways (Yam
et al., 2018), subordinates with low interpersonal influence may
not interpret the social information cues of leader humor as
deemphasizing the hierarchical difference, so they will not adjust
their attitudes and behaviors (Ferris et al., 2005, 2007). As such,
these subordinates may not properly calibrate and present social
responses to leader humor (Wihler et al., 2017), leading to
decreased psychological safety. Accordingly, we hypothesize the
following:

Hypothesis 3. Subordinate interpersonal influence
moderates the relationship between leader humor
and subordinate psychological safety, such that the
relationship is stronger when subordinate interpersonal
influence is high.

Building on the above hypotheses, we further propose
a pattern of moderated mediation, in which subordinate
interpersonal influence moderates the indirect relationship
between leader humor and subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior via psychological safety. The strength of this
indirect relationship is determined by the level of subordinate
interpersonal influence. Specifically, when subordinates have
high levels of interpersonal influence, they are more likely to
feel psychologically safe through processing the information of
leader humor, thereby engaging in more boundary-spanning
behavior. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Subordinate interpersonal influence
moderates the indirect effect between leader humor and
subordinate boundary-spanning behavior via psychological
safety, such that the indirect effect is stronger when
subordinate interpersonal influence is high.

Materials and methods

Sample and procedures

To test our hypotheses, we turned to a large division of
an IT company located in Beijing as the host for our research.

Frontiers in Psychology 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.956387
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-956387 September 10, 2022 Time: 15:40 # 5

Wang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.956387

With the approval and assistance of the company’s human
resources directors, we contacted subordinates nested in teams
via email and asked them to participate in a voluntary research
study involving three stages of data collection with a 2-week
time lag. The subordinates were engineers and technicians
who worked collaboratively in work teams to set up and
maintain IT systems for corporate clients, which made them
an appropriate sample for our research. The time lag ensured
minimized disruption for the subordinates (on the basis of
discussions with management) and allowed the research team
to manage the concerns about survey length and common
method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In order to alleviate
evaluation apprehension and encourage candidness, we assured
participants of the confidentiality of their responses. At Time 1,
we invited 576 randomly selected subordinates to participate in
our study. Among them, 550 subordinates returned surveys that
provided information on perceived leader humor, interpersonal
influence, and demographic data. At Time 2 (2 weeks later),
512 subordinates completed a survey rating their psychological
safety. At Time 3 (2 weeks after Time 2), 479 subordinates
provided ratings on their own boundary-spanning behavior.

After data cleaning and matching the three-stage responses,
we had final responses from 452 subordinates in 140 teams,
constituting a final effective response rate of 78%. Among the
452 subordinates, 73% were male and 51% were aged 31–40.
In terms of education, 95% of the subordinates had a bachelor’s
degree or above. Moreover, 78% reported that they had worked
with their supervisors for more than 5 years.

Measures

The three surveys were translated from English into
Mandarin Chinese using a double-blind back-translation
procedure (Brislin, 1986). All measures used were mature
scales evaluated on a six-point Likert-type scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) unless otherwise
specified.

Leader humor
We measured leader humor with a three-item scale

developed by Cooper et al. (2018). Subordinates were asked
to evaluate the extent to which their leaders displayed humor.
A sample item is “My supervisor jokes around me.” Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.76 in this study.

Interpersonal influence
We measured interpersonal influence with a four-item

scale from the Political Skill Inventory (PSI) developed by
Ferris et al. (2005). The prior work on interpersonal influence
shows that it is appropriate to use one of the dimensions
of the PSI that fits with the focus of one’s research (e.g.,
Brockner et al., 2004; Thompson, 2005; Ng and Feldman, 2010;

Baer, 2012). Subordinates were asked to evaluate the extent of
their interpersonal influence. A sample item is “I am able to
communicate easily and effectively with others.” Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.85 in this study.

Psychological safety
We measured psychological safety with a seven-item scale

developed by Edmondson (1999). Subordinates were asked to
evaluate the level of their psychological safety. A sample item is
“It is safe to take a risk on this team.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86
in this study.

Boundary-spanning behavior
We measured boundary-spanning behavior with a six-item

scale developed by Marrone et al. (2007). Subordinates were
asked to evaluate the extent to which they engage in boundary-
spanning behavior. A sample item is “I can persuade outsiders
(e.g., faculty, clients) to support our team decisions.” Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.78 in this study.

Control variables
Following existing studies (e.g., Cooper, 2005; Pundt, 2015;

Goswami et al., 2016; Hussain and Shahzad, 2019), we selected
the subordinate’s gender (0 = male; 1 = female), age, and
education (1 = secondary school or below; 2 = junior college;
3 = bachelor; 4 = master; 5 = doctorate) and the duration of the
supervisor-subordinate relationship (i.e., dyadic tenure) as the
main control variables of the hypothesized relationships among
leader humor, subordinate psychological safety, subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior, and subordinate interpersonal
influence.

Analytical strategies

Given that our data had a nested structure with several
subordinates nested in the same teams, it was necessary to
address the interdependence issue (Bliese et al., 2018). We
therefore used Mplus 7.0 to analyze our data through multilevel
path analyses. Leader humor, psychological safety, boundary-
spanning behavior, and interpersonal influence were all set
as Level 1 variables that should be group-mean centered.
We adopted Monte Carlo bootstrapping to construct 95%
confidence intervals (CIs), evaluating the significance of the
indirect effects in our model (Preacher and Selig, 2012).

Results

Confirmatory factor analyses

We examined the hypothesized measurement model
with four factors (leader humor, interpersonal influence,
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psychological safety, and boundary-spanning behavior) and
conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses to establish
the discriminant validity of our measurement model. The fit
statistics of the hypothesized four-factor model indicated an
acceptable fit: χ2 (164) = 329.28, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94;
RMSEA = 0.05; SRMR = 0.05. This four-factor model
was significantly better than a three-factor model in which
interpersonal influence and leader humor were combined into
one factor [χ2 (167) = 610.54, CFI = 0.86, TLI = 0.84;
RMSEA = 0.08; SRMR = 0.07]; a two-factor model in which
interpersonal influence, leader humor, and psychological safety
were combined into one factor [χ2 (169) = 1366.05, CFI = 0.63,
TLI = 0.58; RMSEA = 0.13; SRMR = 0.12]; and a single-
factor model in which interpersonal influence, leader humor,
psychological safety, and boundary-spanning behavior were
combined into one factor [χ2 (170) = 1575.25, CFI = 0.56,
TLI = 0.51; RMSEA = 0.14; SRMR = 0.12]. The above findings
supported the discriminant validity of our research variables.

Common method bias

Although we adopted a multiwave design, being faced with
the problem of common method bias was still a possibility, we
utilized Harman’s single-factor test to examine the possible issue
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Based on the results of Harman’s single-
factor test, we found that the largest factor accounted for 29.70%
(less than 40%) of the variance; this was also consistent with
the aforementioned results of the confirmatory factor analyses,
which demonstrated that the single-factor model did not fit the
data well. Therefore, common method bias was not a serious
problem and was unlikely to confound the interpretation of our
results.

Hypotheses tests

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics and correlations among
our variables. Table 2 presents the multilevel path analytic
results. Leader humor was significantly and positively associated
with subordinate psychological safety (B = 0.13, p < 0.05),
supporting Hypothesis 1. Further, psychological safety was
significantly and positively related to subordinate boundary-
spanning behavior (B = 0.35, p < 0.01). We also examined
the unstandardized indirect effect coefficients relevant to
Hypothesis 2 by using the Monte Carlo simulation to construct
the CIs. Based on 5,000 re-samples, the results showed that
psychological safety had a significant mediation effect on the
relationship between leader humor and subordinate boundary-
spanning behavior (indirect effect = 0.05, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.09],
excluding zero). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

As shown in Table 2, we found a positive interaction
effect between leader humor and subordinate interpersonal

influence in predicting psychological safety (B = 0.17, p < 0.01).
Figure 2 shows an interaction plot based on values ± 1 standard
deviation from the mean of the moderating variable (i.e.,
subordinate interpersonal influence; Cohen et al., 2003). The
results of the simple slope analysis showed that the relationship
between leader humor and psychological safety was significantly
positive when subordinate interpersonal influence was high
(simple slope = 0.19, p < 0.01), but insignificant when it was
low (simple slope = −0.02, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was also
supported.

Finally, we followed a Monte Carlo-based re-sampling
approach to test the model in an integrated fashion. The indirect
effect of leader humor on subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior via psychological safety was significantly positive
when subordinate interpersonal influence was high (conditional
indirect effect = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.08], excluding
zero), but insignificant when subordinate interpersonal
influence was low (conditional indirect effect = 0.004, 95%
CI = [−0.04, 0.05], including zero). Overall, the above empirical
evidence supported Hypothesis 4’s prediction that subordinate
interpersonal influence moderated the indirect effect of leader
humor on subordinate boundary-spanning behavior via
psychological safety, such that the indirect effect was stronger
when subordinate interpersonal influence was high.

Discussion

Based on social information processing theory, our results
yield two nuanced insights regarding how and when leader
humor drives subordinate boundary-spanning behavior. First,
leader humor improves subordinate psychological safety, which
in turn increases their engagement in boundary-spanning
behavior. Second, the process linking leader humor and
subordinate boundary-spanning behavior via psychological
safety is amplified when subordinates have high levels of
interpersonal influence. Overall, our research findings extend
the literature in several valuable ways and also generate certain
practical implications.

Theoretical implications

Our research makes multiple theoretical extensions and
has a number of implications for the existing literature. First,
our work fills a gap in the literature on boundary-spanning
behavior by identifying leader humor as one of the determinants
of subordinate boundary-spanning behavior from a social
information processing perspective. Given that leaders are
of great importance in fostering boundary-spanning activities
(Mell et al., 2022), considerable attention has been given
to their potential role in stimulating subordinate boundary-
spanning behavior. For example, leaders’ supportive coaching
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Subordinate gender 0.27 0.44 −

2. Subordinate age 2.63 0.70 −0.10* −

3. Subordinate education 3.24 0.53 0.10* −0.04 −

4. Dyadic tenure 3.46 1.12 −0.15** 0.72** −0.31** −

5. Leader humor 4.26 0.82 0.06 0.03 0.07 −0.03 (0.76)

6. Subordinate interpersonal influence 4.57 0.71 0.03 0.03 0.02 −0.01 0.36** (0.85)

7. Subordinate psychological safety 4.85 0.60 −0.02 −0.10* 0.08 −0.10* 0.21** 0.24** (0.86)

8. Subordinate boundary-spanning behavior 3.85 0.56 0.01 0.05 −0.02 0.02 0.38** 0.36** 0.47** (0.78)

N = 452 subordinates. Reliability of variables is listed in parentheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 Multilevel path analytic results of hypotheses.

Variables Psychological safety Boundary-spanning behavior

Control variables

Subordinate gender −0.15 (0.08) −0.13 (0.08) 0.03 (0.06)

Subordinate age −0.07 (0.07) −0.06 (0.08) 0.10 (0.07)

Subordinate education 0.12 (0.08) 0.09 (0.07) −0.05 (0.06)

Dyadic tenure 0.02 (0.05) 0.02 (0.05) 0.00 (0.04)

Independent variable

Leader humor 0.13* (0.05) 0.09 (0.06) 0.17** (0.04)

Moderator

Subordinate interpersonal influence 0.22** (0.04)

Interaction term

Leader humor × Subordinate interpersonal influence 0.17** (0.05)

Mediator

Psychological safety 0.35** (0.06)

Pseudo R2 0.07 0.12 0.15

N = 452 subordinates in 140 teams. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Pseudo R2 indicates the proportional reduction in the total variance of variables. *p < 0.05,
**p < 0.01.

behaviors provide a necessary support to help subordinates
engage in boundary-spanning behavior (Marrone et al., 2022),
and charismatic and transformational leaders also endorse
subordinate boundary-spanning activities (Knipfer et al., 2018;
Wadei et al., 2021). However, prior work has not underscored
the potential risks to subordinates from carrying out boundary-
spanning behavior, such as role overload (Kahn et al., 1964; Katz
and Kahn, 1978) and even leaders’ undermining (Mell et al.,
2022). Our research thus complements this work by providing
insight into how the psychological state that leader humor
fosters can reduce subordinates’ negative concerns through
positive social cues; this ensures that subordinates feel safe,
which stimulates their boundary-spanning behavior.

Second, our research sheds light on an essential mechanism
of psychological safety and integrates the humor literature
and boundary-spanning literature at a level of detail that
has previously been overlooked in both strands of literature.
Scholars have primarily focused on the value of boundary-
spanning self-efficacy (Marrone et al., 2022) and perspective
taking (Wadei et al., 2021) in explaining the significance of

leaders for boundary spanning according to its positive points.
Our research complements this existing work by capturing
how challenging and taxing boundary-spanning behavior can
be for subordinates (Marrone, 2010) and highlighting the role
of psychological safety to explain the positive function of
leader humor in addressing these negative points. Identifying
the underlying psychological mechanism also responds to
calls for greater theoretical understanding of the determinants
of subordinates’ boundary-spanning behavior as noted above
(Joshi et al., 2009; Marrone, 2010). In this way, our research
underscores the mechanism of psychological safety in linking
leader humor and subordinates’ boundary-spanning behavior,
providing nuanced and valuable insights into such behavior.

Finally, our study lends credence to the unique boundary
condition of subordinate interpersonal influence, which
explains different reactions to leader humor from different
subordinates. According to the literature review by Marrone
(2010), although team members are actually on behalf of their
teams to achieve boundary-spanning activities, the amount
and type of their contributions may vary (Chan, 1998);
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FIGURE 2

The moderating role of subordinate interpersonal influence on the relationship between leader humor and subordinate psychological safety.

this suggests that it is necessary to explore boundary-
spanning behavior at the individual level. Our results on
the moderating role of subordinate interpersonal influence
add to the limited knowledge on the boundary conditions
of leader humor’s effects. Therefore, considering subordinate
interpersonal influence as a key contingency facilitates a more
comprehensive understanding of these effects on subordinate
boundary-spanning behavior.

Practical implications

Our findings also have the following practical implications.
First, our work explores how leader humor stimulates
subordinate boundary-spanning behavior, such that when
leaders express humor in interactions, subordinates are more
likely to have positive responses and engage in boundary-
spanning behavior. To this end, we recommend that leaders
display humor in social interactions, thereby contributing to
positive effects on subordinate psychological state and behavior.
Additionally, organizations should strive to integrate humor
into leadership training courses (Goswami et al., 2016) and
encourage leaders to cultivate and adopt humor.

Second, our research illustrates the mechanism of
psychological safety in the relationship between leader
humor and subordinate boundary-spanning behavior, which
strengthens the argument that subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior is driven by the psychological safety established
by leader humor. Organizations can thus provide some
supportive practices for subordinates to develop and improve
their psychological safety, such as mentoring (Newman et al.,
2017). At the same time, it is critical that supervisors guide
subordinates to develop high levels of psychological safety

(Frazier et al., 2017) and put them in positions that require
boundary-spanning activities.

Third, our research shows the moderating role of
subordinate interpersonal influence and explicates that
subordinates with high interpersonal influence are prone to feel
psychological safety and enact boundary-spanning behavior
when faced with leader humor. Accordingly, organizations
should include interpersonal influence as a selection criterion
in the job interview process and provide training programs
for subordinates to elevate their awareness of leader behavior
(Deng et al., 2016). Moreover, subordinates can seize the
opportunities to develop and improve their interpersonal
influence in mentoring activities, which will help them better
understand leader behavior and take appropriate actions.

Limitations and directions for future
research

Primary among the limitations of this research is our
research design. Although we adopted a multiwave design
to reduce potential common method bias (Podsakoff et al.,
2003), this design did not allow us to draw absolute causal
conclusion. It is possible that the extent to which subordinates
engage in boundary-spanning behavior may develop their level
of psychological safety (Faraj and Yan, 2009). Future research
should adopt longitudinal or experimental designs to further
justify the strong causal relationship between leader humor and
subordinate boundary-spanning behavior.

In addition, in this research, we have generally
conceptualized leader humor as a social behavior (Cooper
et al., 2018) and offered a theoretical account for the link
between leader humor and subordinate boundary-spanning
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behavior. Martin et al. (2003) categorized humor into four
specific types, including affiliative, agressive, self-enhancing
and self-defeating humor. Therefore, exploring the effects of
different styles of leader humor on subordinate psychological
safety and subsequent boundary-spanning behavior may offer
an important avenue for future research.

Notably, we captured how leader humor influences
subordinate boundary-spanning behavior from a social
information processing perspective and uncovered the
mediating mechanism of this relationship. Yet we only
considered psychological safety as a mediator; there may be
other mechanisms (e.g., affective processes) that explain the
connection between leader humor and subordinate boundary-
spanning behavior. Accordingly, it will be necessary to explore
other underlying mechanisms in the future to enrich our
current results.

Finally, we examined how leader humor can influence
subordinate boundary-spanning behavior at the individual level,
in line with social information processing theory (Salancik and
Pfeffer, 1978). However, leader humor is also considered to
be a team-level phenomenon (Tremblay, 2017), such that it
may help teams develop shared psychological safety and foster
team-level boundary-spanning behavior. To date, there has been
little research on the effects of leader humor from this team
perspective. Hence, consistent with the suggestions from Wei
et al. (2022), we encourage future research to explore the impacts
of leader humor at the team level as well.

Conclusion

From the standpoint of social information processing
theory, we theoretically and empirically investigate how and
when leader humor sparks subordinate boundary-spanning
behavior. Our research results highlight that leader humor
plays an important role in stimulating subordinate psychological
safety and further boundary-spanning behavior, which is
strengthened by subordinate interpersonal influence. We
hope that our research provides future directions in the
boundary-spanning behavior literature and offers managers
practical insights into managing boundary-spanning activities
in organizations.
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