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The effect of inclusive leadership
on employee wellbeing
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Employee well-being has increasingly emerged as a central concern for both organizations and
society. However, our understanding of how and when inclusive leadership enhances employee
well-being remains limited. Based on self-determination theory and the socially embedded model

of thriving at work, this study explored the relationship between inclusive leadership, growth need
strength, employee thriving at work, and well-being. Data were collected from 62 teams that totaled
337 full-time employees through a three-wave time-lagged questionnaire. Path analysis and Monte
Carlo simulations were conducted on data for hypothesis testing. The results showed that inclusive
leadership is positively related to employee well-being. Employee thriving at work played a mediating
role between inclusive leadership and employee well-being. Growth need strength moderated the
relationship between inclusive leadership and employee thriving at work. These findings are expected
to provide valuable insights for organizations aiming to enhance employee thriving at work and well-
being.
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Employee well-being has increasingly emerged as a central concern for both organizations and society. Most
employees actively strive to maintain their well-being!?. However, various workplace stressors, including
intensified competition, excessive job demands, and intrusive or authoritarian leadership styles, often undermine
these efforts, resulting in elevated stress, greater burnout, and worsening mental health3=>. Managers therefore
face the ongoing challenge of balancing performance demands with protecting employees’ well-being.In the
Chinese workplace, where burnout and stress are widespread, this challenge is particularly pronounced and
remains underexplored in research®. Identifying ways to improve employee well-being has thus become an
urgent research priority”®.

Inclusive leadership has recently gained attention as a promising approach to enhancing employee well-being?.
Unlike transformational leadership, which motivates through vision, and servant leadership, which emphasizes
altruism and follower development®'?, inclusive leadership highlights fairness, openness, and the recognition of
diverse perspectives!'!"13. By acknowledging and valuing differences, inclusive leaders are more likely to satisfy
employees’ intrinsic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, as articulated in self-
determination theory (SDT)'-16. Fulfilling these needs fosters improved well-being, particularly in diverse and
high-pressure contexts such as China. Empirical research supports the positive link between inclusive leadership
and employee well-being across various contexts. For instance, inclusive leadership enhances older workers’
well-being through mature-age HR practices!”and strengthens knowledge workers’ well-being via psychological
contract fulfillment'®. It also promotes workplace well-being by improving vigor? and person-job fit'®. At a
broader level, CEOS’ inclusive leadership cascades through managerial practices and departmental climates to
influence employee well-being®. Psychological capital?, climate for inclusion®!, and psychological safety?? are
also considered important mechanisms linking inclusive leadership to employee well-being. However, existing
research has largely focused on workplace well-being and contextual or relational mechanisms, with limited
attention to employees’ intrinsic psychological needs>?*%. This omission is notable given positive psychology’s
emphasis on internal motivational processes in shaping well-being. Furthermore, most studies have been
conducted in Western contexts”®. Chinese employees, however, face unique challenges, including intense
competition, long working hours, and high expectations, which increase well-being concerns®. Examining how
inclusive leadership addresses intrinsic psychological needs in China can therefore offer culturally relevant
insights and practical guidance for organizations operating in high-pressure environments.

To address these gaps, we developed a moderated mediation framework based on SDT and the socially
embedded model of thriving at work to understand how and when inclusive leadership impacts employee
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well-being. SDT suggests that individuals function most effectively when their basic psychological needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness are satisfied, which in turn promotes well-being!*-!¢. Building on this
perspective, Spreitzer et al.2® proposed the socially embedded model of thriving at work, which defines thriving
as a psychological state in which individuals experience both vitality and learning. The model suggests that when
individuals’ basic needs are met at work, they experience thriving. Thus, we propose that thriving at work serves
as a key mediating mechanism through which inclusive leadership promotes employee well-being. Inclusive
leadership is characterized by behaviors that promote fairness, recognize individual differences, and encourage
employees to utilize their unique perspectives and skills>!%!%26:27_ These behaviors create an environment that
supports employees’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, thereby enhancing intrinsic motivation'.
Motivated employees are more likely to experience thriving at work?®-*°. Thriving at work, in turn, enables
employees to manage stress, cultivate positive emotions, achieve higher job satisfaction, and ultimately improve
overall well-being”>1-%.

Leadership research also highlights that the effectiveness of leadership behaviors depends on contextual
factors. Employees with different characteristics may exhibit varied responses to inclusive leadership¥-4!.
Research shows that employees with stronger growth needs are more likely to actively engage with their leaders
to advance their development*244, Therefore, we propose that growth need strength moderates the relationship
between inclusive leadership and employee thriving at work. Growth need strength refers to a personality trait
that reflects the desire for achievement, learning, and development at work*>*¢. Employees with high growth-
need strength tend to be proactive, value personal development, and seek challenging tasks*’. They are therefore
more likely to take advantage of the resources and support provided by inclusive leaders, which enhances their
experience of thriving at work*+*84° By contrast, employees with low growth need strength place less emphasis
on personal development and derive fewer benefits from inclusive leadership.

This study advances the literature in three ways. First, it broadens the scope of inclusive leadership research
by shifting attention from performance- and engagement-related outcomes to employees’ psychological well-
being, thereby underscoring leaders’ role in fulfilling employees’ intrinsic needs at work. Second, building on
SDT and the socially embedded model of thriving at work, this study positions thriving as the core explanatory
mechanism. It clarifies how inclusive leadership promotes employee well-being by fostering the dual experiences
of energy and learning. Third, it introduces growth need strength as a critical boundary condition, demonstrating
that inclusive leadership is particularly effective for employees with strong intrinsic motivation for personal
development.

Theory and development of the hypothesis

Theoretical background

SDT posits that individuals possess three fundamental psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and
relatedness!'¥~16. These needs are essential for fostering intrinsic motivation and supporting well-being. When
these needs are satisfied, employees are more likely to experience vitality, growth, and psychological health.
Conversely, when these needs are frustrated, employees tend to encounter stress, disengagement, and diminished
functioning. Drawing on this framework, organizational scholars increasingly use SDT to explain how leadership,
human resource practices, and job design shape employee outcomes through need satisfaction>>%!.

Building on SDT, Spreitzer et al.?® proposed the socially embedded model of thriving at work, which offers
a complementary lens on how work contexts enable employees to thrive. This model suggests that when
individuals’ three basic psychological needs are satisfied, they experience thriving—a state characterized by
vitality and learning.

Our study integrates these two perspectives by emphasizing thriving at work as a key psychological pathway
linking inclusive leadership to employee well-being. Inclusive leadership meets team members’ basic needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness by fostering fairness, openness, and recognition of diverse perspectives
within the team. When these basic needs are satisfied, employees are more likely to experience thriving, which in
turn enhances their well-being. In line with calls by Broeck et al’s > call to extend SDT by incorporating higher-
level needs, we further treat employees’ growth need strength as a boundary condition. Employees with stronger
growth needs are especially sensitive to opportunities for development and achievement and are thus more likely
to experience thriving under inclusive leadership, whereas employees with lower growth need strength may
benefit less®>4952,

Inclusive leadership and employee well-being

Employee well-being refers to employees’ overall evaluation of their quality of work life>>>*. It encompasses three
interrelated dimensions: life well-being, workplace well-being, and psychological well-being. Life well-being
captures positive emotions and life satisfaction®>. Workplace well-being refers to job satisfaction and other work-
related outcomes®®. Psychological well-being reflects self-acceptance, purpose, environmental mastery, positive
relationships, autonomy, and personal growth>”>8. Together, these dimensions allow employees to experience
fulfillment, emotional stability, effective conflict management, and self-actualization®. Employees with high
levels of well-being tend to demonstrate greater motivation, creativity, engagement, and performance, while also
showing lower levels of deviance and turnover intentions?>0-63,

Inclusive leadership was first conceptualized by Nembhard and Edmondson®, who described it as a
leadership style that encourages voice, values input, and acknowledges contributions. Hollander!! highlighted
its collaborative and participatory nature, emphasizing mutual influence and attention to followers’ needs.
Carmeli et al.?® defined it as a relational approach characterized by openness, accessibility, and presence. Shore
et al.”” further argued that inclusive leaders cultivate both a sense of belonging and recognition of uniqueness,
thereby enabling members to feel fully integrated. Building on these foundations, subsequent research identified
six core inclusive leadership behaviors. Three of them foster belonging—providing support, ensuring fairness,
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and encouraging participatory decision-making—while the other three promote uniqueness by seeking diverse
input, valuing different perspectives, and enabling individuals to contribute their strengths'>!3. A growing
body of research demonstrates that leadership style is a key antecedent of employee well-being?®°. Inclusive
leaders who remain attentive and responsive to their employees’ needs enhance positive emotions and job
satisfaction®>%. These outcomes are central components of well-being?>>4. Therefore, we argue that inclusive
leadership is positively related to employee well-being. Research also shows that inclusive leadership enhances
employee well-being through diverse mechanisms, such as HR practices for older workers'’, psychological
contract fulfillment'®, person-job fit'"? and inclusive climate®?!. It also fosters well-being via psychological
capital?® and psychological safety??. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 1 Inclusive leadership is positively related to employee well-being.

The mediating role of employee thriving at work

SDT argues that individuals reach optimal functioning and experience well-being when their basic psychological
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are satisfied'*-1°. Building on this perspective, Spreitzer et
al. 26 developed the socially embedded model of thriving at work, which suggests that thriving occurs when
these needs are fulfilled. Thriving at work is defined as a psychological state characterized by both vitality and
learning®. Vitality refers to energy and enthusiasm, whereas learning denotes continual improvement and skill
development®*%7. Research shows that thriving benefits employees by enhancing health and development, and
supports organizations by promoting innovation and sustainable performance”-71,

Drawing on SDT, we argue that inclusive leadership can foster thriving by satisfying employees” psychological
needs. First, when leaders share authority and empower followers, employees are more likely to thrive®.
Inclusive leaders support team members’ autonomy by welcoming their perspectives, encouraging proactive
behavior, and responding thoughtfully to initiatives’>’>. This autonomy support fulfills employees’ need for
self-direction, enhancing intrinsic motivation'®, which in turn fosters vitality at work!®?%2°. Second, inclusive
leadership prioritizes quality interpersonal relationships'!. Inclusive leaders model prosocial behavior, encourage
acceptance, and treat team members equitably, which strengthens group belonging and vitality>!%!. Employees
experience greater vitality when relational needs are met**”. Moreover, inclusive leaders foster team success by
leveraging employees’ strengths and encouraging diverse perspectives, which spark meaningful contributions
and innovative ideas'>!3257> Through these collaborative team activities, employees acquire new knowledge
and skills, which in turn cultivates a sense of thriving at work?”.

We further argue that thriving at work enhances employee well-being. Feelings of vitality are positively
associated with job satisfaction and psychological health, while reducing stress, depression, and negative
affect?”-3%34, Similarly, the learning component of thriving promotes skill development, enhances job satisfaction,
and contributes to psychological and physical well-being®*>3¢7¢, Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 2 Employee thriving at work mediates the positive connection between inclusive leadership and
employee well-being.

The moderating role of growth need strength

Although inclusive leadership has been shown to enhance team creativity, innovation, and well-being
some studies indicate that its effectiveness depends on context. For example, Leroy et al.** found that inclusive
leadership may reduce creativity when teams lack an understanding of diversity. Similarly, Ma and Tang
reported that it can weaken engagement when diversity is too high?. These findings highlight the importance
of considering situational factors when examining inclusive leadership. Building on SDT, we previously argued
that inclusive leadership promotes employee thriving by satisfying the basic psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. However, higher-order personal needs, especially the need for personal growth,
may further shape work experiences. Thus, we argue that employees’ growth need strength moderates the
relationship between inclusive leadership and thriving at work. Employees with strong growth needs actively
pursue opportunities for self-development and achievement*?-4+%. They are motivated to take on challenges,
exercise independence, and deepen their work engagement?’. Inclusive leaders who provide developmental
opportunities and recognize employees’ unique strengths create conditions that align with these aspirations'2. As
a result, employees high in growth need strength are more likely to thrive at work***®78 In contrast, employees
low in growth need strength place less value on opportunities for learning and development, and may show
limited responsiveness to inclusive leadership>”°. For these employees, inclusive leadership may have weaker
effects on thriving, as they are less inclined to leverage the autonomy support, encouragement, and resources
provided. Therefore, we propose:

27,38,41,77
>

Hypothesis 3 Growth need strength moderates the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee
thriving, such that the relationship will be stronger when growth need strength is higher.

Hypotheses 2 and 3 can be combined to introduce a mediation of moderation: Employee thriving mediates the
relationship between inclusive leadership and employee well-being, and this process of mediation is moderated
by growth need strength. Thus, the following hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 4 Growth need strength moderates the mediating role of thriving in the relationship between in-
clusive leadership and employee well-being such that the mediating effect of thriving is stronger when growth
need strength is high.
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Method

Participants and procedures

We employed a three-wave survey design with approximately one-month intervals between each wave. To
obtain a diverse sample, we collaborated with Sojump, a professional Chinese survey platform, which assisted
in recruiting 82 full-time work teams. Participants were informed about the study’s purpose and procedures,
and anonymity was guaranteed. At Time 1, 500 questionnaires were distributed across 82 teams to collect data
on inclusive leadership, growth need strength, and demographic variables. We received 467 responses from 77
teams. At Time 2, these participants were re-contacted to assess thriving at work, resulting in 411 responses from
66 teams. At Time 3, the 411 respondents were surveyed again to measure employee well-being, yielding 337
valid responses from 62 teams. Among the respondents, 41.8% were male and 58.2% were female. Regarding
age, 60.2% were 30 years or younger, 34.1% were between 31 and 40 years, and 5.7% were over 40. In terms of
education level, 88.7% held at least a bachelor’s degree. With respect to tenure, 47.8% had less than five years of
work experience, 41.5% had five to ten years, 8.0% had ten to fifteen years, and 2.7% had more than fifteen years.

Measurements

Inclusive leadership We measured inclusive leadership using the 11-item Inclusive Leadership Scale developed
by Fang et al.”8, which was specifically designed for the Chinese context. A sample item is: “The leader treats
employees fairly when providing job-related support” Cronbach’s a was 0.916. Because the items were rated
by individual employees, we aggregated scores to the team level. The aggregation was justified by the following
indicators: ICC1 = 0.448, ICC2 = 0.817, and average Rwg = 0.970, all of which exceed established thresholds for
within-group agreement and between-group reliability®’.

Thriving at work Thriving at work was assessed using the 10-item scale developed by Porath et al.>. This
scale consists of two dimensions, learning and vitality, each measured with five items A sample item is: “T am full
of energy and vitality” Cronbach’s a was 0.924.

Growth need strength Growth need strength was measured using the seven-item scale developed by
Hackman and Oldham*S, which assesses employees’ desire for learning, challenges, and development in their
work. A sample item is: “I really like exciting and challenging work” Cronbach’s a was 0.807.

Employee well-being Employee well-being was measured using the 18-item scale developed by Zheng et
al.*®. This scale was originally developed and validated in the Chinese context, making it particularly suitable for
our study population. It comprises three dimensions: workplace well-being, life well-being, and psychological
well-being, each with six items. A sample item is: “I am generally satisfied with the sense of fulfillment I get from
my current job.” Cronbach’s a was 0.941.

Control variables Following prior studies
variables may influence employee well-being.

72030 we controlled for gender, age, education, and tenure, as these

Analytical strategies

We first conducted descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations in SPSS 26 and performed Harman’s single-
factor test to assess potential common method bias (CMB). Next, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) in Mplus 7.4 to examine the discriminant validity of the study variables. Structural path modeling in
Mplus 7.4 was then used to test the proposed hypotheses. Finally, to verify the indirect and moderated effects,
we conducted Monte Carlo simulations with 100,000 iterations using R version 4.3.2.

Results
Preliminary analyses
The Harman’s single-factor test revealed that the first factor explained only 28.681% of the variance, far below
the conventional threshold of 40%. This suggests that common method bias is unlikely to pose a serious problem
in this study. Table 1 shows the results of the CFA. the fit of the hypothesized four-factor model (x* = 1544.493,
df=896, CFI=0.916, TLI=0.911, RMSEA =0.046, SRMR =0.047) was better than the fit of the alternative
models.

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all the variables are presented in Table 2.

Hypotheses testing

Figure 1 shows the results of path analysis. Inclusive leadership has a significant positive effect on employee well-
being (f=0.364, p <0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1. Inclusive leadership significantly and positively correlated
with employee thriving at work (=0.510, p<0.01), and thriving at work significantly and positively correlated

Model X df |x*df | RMSEA |CFI |TLI |SRMR
Four-factor model | 1544.493 | 896 | 1.724 | 0.916 0.911 | 0.046 | 0.047
Three-factor model | 2389.293 | 899 | 2.658 | 0.807 0.797 | 0.070 | 0.071
Two-factor model | 3058.004 | 901 | 3.394 | 0.721 0.707 | 0.084 | 0.092
One-factor model | 4698.666 | 902 | 5.209 | 0.508 0.484 | 0.112 | 0.128

Table 1. Measurement model Comparisons. Notes: Four-factor model: IL; ETW; GNS; EWB. Three-

factor model: IL; ETW; GNS; EWB. Two-factor model: IL + ETW; GNS + SDF. One-factor model:

IL+ETW + GNS + EWB. IL, inclusive leadership; ET, employee thriving at work; GNS, growth need strength;
EWB, employee well-being.
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Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Gender 1.582 [ 0.494 | 1
2. Age 2.258 | 0.846 | -0.097 1

3. Education | 1.668 | 0.784 | -0.153"" | 0.363" | 1
4. Tenure 3.407 | 0.918 | -0.136" | 0.447" | -0.134" | 1

5.1L 3.758 | 0.595 | 0.034 | -0.041 |0.044 |0.016 |1

6.ET 3.766 | 0.541 | -0.021 | -0.068 |0.071 0.054 |0.5117 |1

7.GNS 3.887 | 0.536 |-0.002 |-0.093 |0.054 |-0.091 |0.221" |0.113" |1

8. EWB 3.584 | 0.534 [ 0.001 | -0.043 | 0.012 |0.040 |0.350" | 0.413" |0.091 |1

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations. Notes: ‘p<0.05, “p<0.01, “"p<0.001. M, mean; SD, standard
deviation; IL, inclusive leadership; ET, employee thriving; GNS, growth need strength; EWB, employee well-
being.
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Fig. 1. Path analysis.
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Fig. 2. Moderating effect of the growth need strength on the relationship between inclusive leadership and
employee thriving at work.

to well-being (B=0.418, p<0.01), suggesting that employee thriving at work mediates the relationship between
inclusive leadership and employee well-being. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was confirmed. The interaction term of growth
need strength and inclusive leadership had a significant effect on employee thriving at work (p =0.440, p<0.01),
which supported Hypothesis 3.

Figure 2 shows the results of simple slope analyses. When employees had a low level of growth need strength
(M - SD), the relationship between inclusive leadership and employee thriving at work (8 =0.344, p<0.001) was
significant. When employees reported high levels of growth need strength (M +SD), the positive association
between inclusive leadership and thriving at work became stronger (p=0.675, p <0.001), providing support for
Hypothesis 3.
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Path Growth need strength | Effect size | SE LL95% CI | UL95% CI
0.213 0.085 | 0.065 0.401
High 0.282 0.106 | 0.091 0.509
Mediation path
Low 0.144 0.071 | 0.033 0.312
Difference (High - Low) | 0.138 0.059 | 0.035 0.271

Table 3. Results of a Monte Carlo simulation. Notes: N=62 (team level).

Results of the Monte Carlo simulation (100,000 resamples) are shown in Table 3. The indirect effect of
inclusive leadership on employee well-being via thriving at work was significant (95% CI = [0.065, 0.401]), as the
interval does not include zero, supporting Hypothesis 2. Additionally, the indirect effect was significant at both
high (95% CI = [0.091, 0.509]) and low (95% CI = [0.033, 0.312]) levels of growth need strength. The difference
between these conditional indirect effects was also significant (95% CI = [0.035, 0.271]), indicating that growth
need strength moderates the mediating role of thriving at work, confirming Hypothesis 4.

Discussion

Grounded in SDT and the socially embedded model of thriving at work, this study examined how and when
inclusive leadership influences employees” well-being. The findings highlight three key results. First, inclusive
leadership positively predicts employee well-being. Second, thriving at work mediates this relationship. Third,
growth need strength strengthens the positive effect of inclusive leadership on thriving, thereby amplifying its
indirect impact on well-being.

Theoretical contribution

This study makes several theoretical contributions to the leadership and well-being literature. First, it broadens
the understanding of inclusive leadership by shifting the research focus from performance- and engagement-
related outcomes to employees’ well-being. Inclusive leadership is often linked to innovation and team
effectiveness!>!>7>. However, its impact on mental health has received little attention. Our study examines
inclusive leadership from the perspective of employees’ psychological needs, showing that it functions as a key
resource that reduces stress and satisfies intrinsic needs to promote well-being®=>. This is vital in workplaces
with rising job demands and burnout®. Our study responds to calls for leadership research focused on employee
flourishing and mental health!>8!,

Second, we demonstrate that thriving at work is the psychological mechanism linking inclusive leadership
and employee well-being. Prior research has examined how inclusive leadership influences employee well-being
from various perspectives, including HR practices, contract fulfillment, vigor, person-job fit, psychological
capital, inclusion climate, and psychological safety®!7-22. However, most studies have overlooked employees’
basic psychological needs. Although Liu et al.2 acknowledged the importance of need satisfaction, their focus was
restricted to workplace well-being. By integrating SDT with the socially embedded model of thriving at work, we
propose and demonstrate that inclusive leadership fosters employees’ thriving at work by meeting their needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Employees who experience thriving at work also exhibit higher levels
of well-being. This finding extends prior work”’! by illuminating the underlying psychological mechanism and
deepening our understanding of how inclusive leadership operates. It also advances the literature on thriving at
work by positioning it as a critical bridge between leadership behaviors and employee well-being.

Third, this study identifies growth need strength as a key boundary condition that clarifies when inclusive
leadership is more effective in fostering employee well-being. Prior research has explored contextual moderators
such as supervisor family motivation?® or organizational structure®. However, relatively little attention has been
paid to individual differences. Our findings show that employees with strong growth needs value developmental
opportunities, actively engage with inclusive leaders*?**, and consequently experience higher levels of thriving
and well-being. This extends SDT-based research beyond basic need satisfaction>#? by incorporating aspirations
for personal growth. Adopting a person-centered perspective, we demonstrate that inclusive leadership is
particularly effective when aligned with employees’ intrinsic motivation for development. Thus, our model
incorporates personality differences into the leadership-thriving—well-being pathway.

Practical implications

First, our findings indicate that inclusive leadership plays a critical role in enhancing employees’ work experiences
and well-being. Organizations should therefore prioritize the development of inclusive leadership competencies.
Employees are likely to benefit from inclusive leadership, particularly in the Chinese context, where high stress,
extended working hours, and burnout are common®. This involves encouraging leaders to demonstrate empathy,
openness, and recognition of employees’ contributions. Timely feedback and visible support can enhance
employees’ sense of inclusion and psychological safety. We recommend that managers undergo training in
inclusivity and effective communication. Such training should be designed to help managers address employees’
intrinsic needs and leverage them to foster a positive workplace.

Second, we recognize the positive role of thriving at work in promoting well-being. Employee thriving
stems from the dual experience of energy and learning®”’4. Organizations should therefore foster a supportive
work environment. For example, companies can create a safe atmosphere that encourages idea generation and
innovation while minimizing punitive responses to failure, thereby sustaining employees” energy and learning.
Additionally, organizations should provide systematic training, cross-role rotations, and open access to learning
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resources. These opportunities enable employees to continuously develop knowledge and skills, thereby
sustaining learning, progress, and psychological energy.

Third, our research indicates that employees with a strong need for growth are key resources for organizational
success. Therefore, HR managers should focus on acquiring, retaining, and developing such employees. HR
practices should also prioritize identifying employees’ strengths and enhancing their capabilities, health, and
well-being. Organizations can use scales developed by Hackman and Oldham*® or other validated psychometric
scales during the recruitment process to assess candidates’ growth need strength. Furthermore, assessments
should be tailored to specific organizational and work contexts. More importantly, HR managers and supervisors
should communicate with employees, observe their behaviors and attitudes, and identify those with strong
aspirations for achievement, learning, and personal development. Such employees should then be offered
targeted developmental opportunities.

Research shortcomings and prospects

As with any study, our research also has several limitations. First, the data were collected through employee
self-reports. Although statistical tests suggested no serious common method bias, future research could
incorporate multi-source data (e.g., supervisor-subordinate dyads) to strengthen validity. Moreover, while this
study employed a three-wave time-lagged design, it did not fully meet the criteria for longitudinal research.
Longitudinal or quasi-experimental designs would allow stronger causal inferences regarding the dynamic
relationships among inclusive leadership, thriving, and well-being.

Second, this study examined only one boundary condition: growth need strength. Future research could
expand this scope by considering other individual differences, such as proactive personality, regulatory focus,
or resilience. Exploring such traits would provide a richer understanding of when and for whom inclusive
leadership is most effective in promoting thriving and well-being. Moreover, future investigations could examine
the potential paradoxical effects of inclusive leadership, such as circumstances under which it might inadvertently
contribute to role ambiguity or knowledge hiding, similar to some unintended consequences observed for other
bottom-up leadership styles.

Third, the sample was drawn exclusively from organizations in China. Given cultural differences between
Eastern and Western contexts, the generalizability of our findings may be constrained. To enhance external
validity, future studies should test these relationships across diverse cultural settings, thereby advancing a cross-
cultural perspective on inclusive leadership and employee well-being. In the current study, we did not focus
on any specific sector or industry, and therefore could not examine sector-specific effects. Nevertheless, future
studies could explore how inclusive leadership operates across different sectors or industries, which may provide
practical guidance for enhancing employee well-being or reducing stress and burnout.

Data availability
The original data presented in this study are included in the supplementary material, further inquiries can be
directed to the corresponding author.
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