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Abstract.   

Leadership impacts various aspects of employees’ behaviors that influence their performance. 

Performance feedback is critical in influencing employees’ organizational behaviors. Even 

though leaders are essential in the feedback process, employees have to show positive feedback 

behavior. However, communication challenges, especially in the feedback process, often 

emerge when leaders and followers are from different cultures, which could undermine the 

ability of subordinates to benefit from feedback. Cognitive evaluation theory provides an 

avenue to analyze feedback as an intrinsic motivator that influences self-efficacy. The study 

aimed to establish the complex relationships that exist between leadership style, feedback, and 

self-efficacy based on research undertaken with 281 foreign teachers teaching English as a 

foreign language and their Chinese supervisors in schools in Chengdu. Path analysis revealed 

that both transactional and transformational leadership styles positively affect foreign teacher’s 

self-efficacy, as does the nature of feedback. The practical and theoretical implications of the 

study are further elaborated.  

Keywords: self-efficacy, leadership, feedback, cognitive evaluation theory, cross-cultural 

adaptation.  
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1 Introduction   

 Self-efficacy is a crucial concept in leadership studies in recognition of its importance in 

driving positive leadership, follower, and performance outcomes (Anderson, Krajewski, Goffin, 

& Jackson, 2008). Social psychologists have long established that self-efficacy, or an 

individual’s estimation of his or her ability to accomplish a given task, effectively predicts the 

level of determination with which individuals set about undertaking that task, and ultimately, 

their performance on that task (Bouffard-Bouchard, 1990). In addition to understanding 

selfefficacy judgments (whether low or high), it is useful for workers to know the outcome of 

their self-efficacy. Seeking information about one’s actions and capabilities, both consciously 

and unconsciously, is useful for structuring and interpreting the environment within which one 

finds himself, and aids in the maintenance of one’s self-concept. As a resource, feedback is not 

immediately valued; instead, its value is appreciated based on what it achieves in the long run 

(Ashford & Cummings, 1983). Supervisors or leaders are the vehicle through which feedback 

is conveyed to workers, which serves to enhance worker self-efficacy.  

 Leaders contribute immensely and influence the self-efficacy of followers through verbal and 

non-verbal engagement or feedback. However, the style adopted by the leader exerts an 

immense impact on followership behaviors and perceptions of themselves, including their self-

efficacy (Fackler & Malmberg, 2016). While the leadership landscape is peppered with theories 

and models of leadership style, current scholarship tends to focus on two dominant approaches 

the transactional and transformational leadership styles (Antonakis, Avolio, & 

Sivasubramaniam, 2003). These leadership styles contribute to self-efficacy through their 

unique attributes. Transformational leaders are noted for inspiring and motivating subordinates, 

which stimulates their self-efficacy believes. Transactional leaders, on the other hand, place a 

premium on outcomes. Therefore the giving of feedback will be an essential attribute of such 

leaders.  

 Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET), as proposed by Deci and Rayan (1985), provides a 

framework that incorporates intrinsic motivation and its impact on a person’s self-efficacy. 

Feedback is, therefore, an external mechanism that leads to intrinsic motivation. In CET, 

intrinsic motivation is considered a resource that stimulates and increases people’s selfefficacy 

through the provision of feedback.  We, therefore, seek to examine how the leadership style of 

a supervisor stimulates intrinsic motivation through feedback to result in high self-efficacy 

since limited studies examine these relationships.  

          

2. Cognitive Evaluation Theory  

 In explicating motivation, Deci (1972) distinguishes between intrinsic and extrinsic forms. 

People are intrinsically motivated if they perform an activity for no apparent recompense but 

the activity itself. Extrinsic motivation, however, refers to the exertion of energy in the 

undertaking of an activity because it provides a sort of reward. There is a broader view that 

people motivated intrinsically are more stimulated and perform better than others (Cerasoli, 

Nicklin, & Ford, 2014). To specify the social factors that produce variability in intrinsic 

motivation, Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET) was introduced (Deci & Ryan, 1985). CET 
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argues that interpersonal interactions, events, and structures such as communication and 

feedback inspire a feeling of competence in individuals, which increases intrinsic motivation. 

For this reason, it allows for the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs for competence. 

If intrinsic motivation is to be enhanced, employees should experience not only perceived 

competence or self-efficacy, but also self-determination of their behavior.   

 The tenets of CET, according to Deci and Ryan (1985), focuses on the need for competence 

and autonomy, which were incorporated from a set of results of initial studies on the effects of 

rewards, feedback, and other external events on intrinsic motivation. Deci and colleagues 

developed CET to explain the effects of external factors on intrinsic motivation. They offered 

three proposals on factors that affect intrinsic motivation. The first proposition is whether 

people engage in an activity for internal or external reasons (locus of causality). According to 

Deci and Ryan, situations that promote a more internal locus of causality will increase intrinsic 

motivation, whereas those that stimulate a more external locus of causality will decrease it 

(1985). Secondly, factors that promote perceived competence will increase intrinsic motivation, 

whereas those that promote perceived incompetence will decrease intrinsic motivation. The 

third proposition of CET states that in order to comprehend the effect of a particular factor on 

intrinsic motivation, it is essential to reflect on three aspects of a consequence salient to an 

individual. These are informational, controlling, and amotivating aspects. Informational aspects 

are those details that help people to interact effectively with their environment. Controlling 

aspects compel people to be socialized in a given manner, and amotivating aspects are the 

signals of the inability of people to master a specific task, and it is often associated with a feeling 

of self-condemnation or hopelessness (Carton, 1996).  

 Therefore, tangible rewards decrease intrinsic motivation by inducing a shift in the perceived 

locus of causality from internal to external, promoting perceived incompetence, or both. In 

contrast, when praise is used to motivate people, the informational aspect of the reward is the 

most salient characteristic. Therefore, praise increases intrinsic motivation by facilitating an 

internal locus of causality and perceived competence. Feedback, for that matter, is an extrinsic 

factor that stimulates intrinsic motivation (Fehr & Falk, 2002; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Although earlier research suggested that the use of extrinsic drivers (e.g., deadlines and 

rewards) did lower intrinsic motivation (Boal & Cummings, 1981), a metaanalysis of 40 years 

research has demonstrated by both intrinsic rewards, and extrinsic incentives jointly predict 

performance (Cerasoli et al., 2014).   

 While notions of intrinsic motivation characterized by competence (White, 1959), self-

determination (Deci, Cascio, & Krusell, 1975) or self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982) differ in several 

respects, they all emphasize that activities that are undertaken with an intrinsic motivation 

happen without constraint and promote mastery and learning (Butler, 1987).  

Repeated non-receipt of appropriate information about one’s capabilities related to his/her task 

would undermine task involvement and result in apathy and lower outcomes (Butler, 1987). In 

CET, informational feedback is an event that allows the individual to assess his/her competence 

(Kanfer, 1990). Informative, positive feedback indicates competencies and promotes intrinsic 

interest and persistence. Research had established that subordinate perception of competence 

was highest when supervisors provided feedback containing actual competence information 

(Harackiewicz & Larson, 1986). Even though the theory does not consider the impact of the 

type of task, it provides influential factors that affect self-efficacy and competence in 
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performing a task. Self-efficacy is an intrinsic motivator of performance, which has the same 

effect on people as intrinsic motivation (Bandura, 1994). Since communication is a crucial 

component, a supervisor’s approach to feedback can affect the intrinsic drive as prescribed by 

CET. The implications of CET for motivation and performance have been observed in the 

education context (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). However, in the academic environment, there 

exist differences between children and adults in the value of positive feedback on their feelings 

of intrinsic motivation. The indication is that the application of CET in the classroom and the 

workplace are not the same. Based on this theoretical background the following hypotheses are 

stated;  

Hypothesis 1: Supervisors’ leadership style has a positive effect on employees’ self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 2: Supervisors’ leadership style has a positive effect on the nature of feedback 

given.  

Hypothesis 3: Supervisors’ leadership style has a positive effect on the frequency of feedback.  

Hypothesis 4: The feedback has a positive effect on self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 5: feedback has a mediation effect on the relationship between leadership style and 

self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 6: the perceived value of feedback moderates the relationship between the feedback 

and self-efficacy  

  

3. Method  

3.1 Sample  

 Data was collected from foreign Teachers Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TTEFL) 

in Chengdu from February to June 2018. The population is made of foreigners who have been 

engaged in TESL, whether on a full-time or a part-time basis and under the supervision of 

Chinese supervisors. Two hundred and eighty-one (281) foreign teachers living in Chengdu 

took part in the online survey. Foreigners were first identified through social media groups, 

after which a link to the questionnaire was sent requesting persons who teach to complete it. 

Foreigners were encouraged to forward the questionnaire to friends who were within the target 

group. A convenience sampling technique was used since the targeted group was identified and 

asked directly to participate. The population is made of foreigners who have been engaged in 

TEFL, whether on a full-time or a part-time basis and under the supervision of Chinese 

supervisors.  

3.2 Measures  

 Leadership style is measured using the multifactor leadership questionnaire (MLQ) developed 

by Avolio and Bass (Avolio & Bass, 2004b). It is a nine-item questionnaire measuring 

leadership style. To measure Transformational Leadership questions were ask to measure the 

four key attributes of inspirational motivation (goes beyond self-interest for the good of the 

group), idealized influence (talks optimistically about the future), intellectual stimulation (re-

examines critical assumptions to question whether they are appropriate) and personalized 

considerations (helps others to develop their strengths). Similarly, Transactional  
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Leadership is measured using responses to statements such as ‘makes clear what one can expect 

to receive when performance goals are achieved (contingent reward), ‘waits for things to go 

wrong before taking action’ (passive management by exception). Responses are a fivepoint 

Likert scale from ‘not at all’ to ‘always.’  

 The frequency of Feedback was measured using the number of times feedback is given within 

a specified period. The question to measure the frequency of feedback was, “how often do you 

receive feedback from your supervisor?” The responses range from ‘weekly’ to ‘yearly.’  

 The Nature of Feedback received refers to what supervisors tell employees on their 

performance, which is communicated positively or negatively. The question asked was, “what 

feedback have you received on your recent performance?” The responses ranged from 

‘unsatisfactory’ to ‘exceptional.’ A response is considered negative when teachers are told that 

their performance is ‘unsatisfactory’ and ‘improvement needed.’ Teachers who receive 

responses such as ‘meets expectation,’ ‘satisfactory,’ and ‘exceptional’ from their supervisors 

are considered to have received positive feedback.  

 Perceived Value of Feedback is measured by responses to the single question: “is feedback 

valuable to your performance.” Responses are given on an attribution scale from ‘not at all’ to 

‘a great deal.’ Feedback is considered valuable when respondents answer using somehow, quite 

a bit, and a great deal.  

  

3.3 Results  

 Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the respondent’s work-related profile. The highest 

educational level attained by a majority of the respondents is a Bachelor’s degree (65.8%). 

Persons with teaching experience of less than 5 years make up 54.8% of the sampled population. 

People who do exactly their required teaching hours in the week form 29.9% of the total 

population. 45% of persons were employed for a period between 13 months and 59 months 

(more than 1 year but less than 5 years).  

  

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of control variables（N=281）  

Variable  Category  Frequency  Percentage  

Education High School 7 2.5 

 Diploma 16 5.7 

 Bachelor 185 65.8 

 Masters 70 24.9 

 PhD 3 1.1 

Teaching Experience Less than 5years 154 54.8 

 5 to 10 103 36.7 

 11 to 15 14 5.0 
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 16 to 20 6 2.1 

 21 and above 4 1.4 

Teaching hours Below requirement 67 23.8 

 Exact teaching hours 84 29.9 

 Extra hours at time 69 24.6 

 Extra hours always 61 21.7 

Years on the Job Below 6 months 61 21.7 

 6 to 12 months 75 26.7 

 Above 13 months and below 

60 months 
127 45.2 

 60 months and above 18 6.4 

  

 Following the benchmark provided by Schreiber et al. (2006), the overall model fit indices also 

show that the data is appropriate for the hypothesized model. The following are the goodness 

of fit indices; The comparative fit index (CFI) = .99, the Tucker-Lewis fit index (TLI) = .98, 

and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .065. In line with the three-step 

procedure recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986) for establishing moderation, we present 

the correlation matrix of the variables in table 2. The table shows a zero-order Pearson 

correlation with the mean and standard deviation of the variables under study, which shows a 

positive correlation between the variables.  

  

  

Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Study Variables  

Variables 
 

Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1 Self-efficacy  3.97 .60 1.00      

2 Transf_ leadership  3.44 1.09 
.941

** 1.00     

3 Transc_leadership  3.75 1.04 
.956

** .951
** 1.00    

4 Freq of feedback  3.92 1.17 
.903

** .898
** .957

** 1.00   

5 Nature of feedback  3.49 .97 
.926

** .946
** .919

** .853
** 1.00  

6  Perceived  value 

feedback 
of 3.88 1.14 

.125
* 

.109 .090 .047 .094** 1.00 

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p< 0.01  
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 The results show that transformational leadership (β=.631***) and transactional leadership 

(β=.181**), have a positive influence on self-efficacy. This supports hypothesis 1 (H1). 

Hypothesis 2 (H2) is supported because the two leadership styles positively affect the nature of 

feedback (β=.754**, β=.201***). The results also show that only supervisors with transactional 

leadership style positively influence the frequency of feedback partially supporting hypothesis 

3 (H3) (β=1.080***). While there is no significant effect of the frequency of feedback on self-

efficacy, the nature of feedback has a positive effect on selfefficacy (β=.214**), partially 

supporting hypothesis 4 (H4).   

 As shown in Table 3, the estimate of the indirect effect of leadership styles on selfefficacy 

shows that feedback plays a partial mediating role between leadership style and selfefficacy 

(β=.167***), which partially supports hypothesis 5.   

 

Table 3. Hypothesis and Standardised estimates for the direct and indirect effects  

 

 

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p< 0.01  

Tf_Leadership=Transformation Leadership, Ts_Leadership=Transactional Leadership, 

Freq_Feedback=Frequency of Feedback, Nat_Feedback=Nature of Feedback, 

PV_Feedback=Perceived value of Feedback,    

 Following the recommendations of Baron and Kenny (1986), we established the direct and 

indirect relationships in the model before determining whether there is moderation. The data 

were analyzed using linear regression to determine how the perceived value of feedback 

moderates the relationship between the nature of feedback and self-efficacy on the one hand 

and the frequency of feedback and self-efficacy on the other hand. According to Champoux and 

Peters (1987), the regression procedure used to test for moderation effect is widely accepted 

and statistically straightforward. We used the centering and an interaction effect of the 

moderating variable and the mediators, which we present the results in table 5. The effect of the 

moderator (perceived value of feedback) on the relationship between the nature of feedback and 

self-efficacy is positive and significant (β=.201***). Consequently, the R² change shows an 

additional significant 1% of the variance. An interaction effect of 1% in the social sciences is 

considered meaningful (Champoux & Peters, 1987). As shown in table 4, Hypothesis 6 is 

partially supported since the perceived value of feedback negatively moderates the relationship 

Hypothesis   path   β   Re marks   

H1   
  .181**   Supported    

  .631***   Supported   

H2   
  .754**   Supported   

  .201***   Supported   

H3   
  - .130***   Not Supported   

  1.080***   Supported   
H4     - .046   N . S .   

  .214**   Supported   

H5   
  - .007   N . S .   

  .167***   Supported   
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between the frequency of feedback and self-efficacy (β=-.040***). Table 4. Hypothesis and 

Standardised estimates for the moderation effect  

 

 
Hypothesis  Path  β  Remarks  

H6  
 .021**  Supported  

  -.040**  Not supported  

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05 level, *** p< 0.01  

4. Discussion and Implication  
 The results of the study show that supervisors who exhibit a transformational or transactional 

leadership style have an influence on teacher’s self-efficacy, which could either be negative or 

positive. Based on the analyzed data presented by the standardized estimates in table 2, we show 

that the attributes of both transformational and transactional leaders have a positive impact on 

teacher’s self-efficacy. This supports House et al. (1993) submission that the principal 

mechanism by which leaders influence their followers is by stimulating followers’ sense of self-

efficacy and self-worth.   

 Active management-by-exception portrays the keenness of transactional leaders in 

guaranteeing that set standards are followed. Leaders also follow the status quo and intervene 

when people are unable to achieve set performance standards (Hackman, & Johnson, 2009). 

According to Vera and Crossan (2004), setting goals, providing precise expectations, indicating 

reward systems, and providing positive feedback to guide people are essential to transactional 

leaders. The transformational leadership, on the other hand, induces motivation, emotional 

strength, working relationship, and commitment while ability and diligence define employee’s 

performance (Avolio & Bass, 2004). This study reinforces the view that principals' leadership 

style can be a substantial influential factor in teachers' self-efficacy. This also provides support 

for Bass and Avolio’s (1993) augmentation hypothesis and fullrange leadership theory (Bass & 

Avolio, 1997), which argues that different leadership styles can be efficacious depending on the 

context in which they are applied. The similarities in the leadership styles in enhancing self-

efficacy are more pronounced than their differences. According to Avolio and Bass (Avolio & 

Bass, 2004), leadership style brings out many attributes of an individual, and the employees 

build on such strengths for their self-efficacy.  

 We proposed that the content of feedback, whether negative or positive (feedback nature), will 

influence a person’s self-efficacy based on previous research that has established that both 

negative and positive feedback can either increase or decrease performance (Van Dijk & 

Kluger, 2011). In this study, receiving positive feedback is deemed valuable in increasing self-

efficacy. Positive feedback is particularly important for teachers who have little self-efficacy 

and new foreign teachers, as argued by Gist and Mitchell (1992). When praise is used to 

motivate people, the informational aspect of the reward is the most salient characteristic, 

especially if it is not given in a controlling manner.  Foreign teachers who are newly recruited 

will require feedback in adapting to their current work environment. The informational aspect 

of CET helps people to interact effectively with their environment. The ability to linguistically 
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code-switch provide an advantage for Chinese supervisors in their communication with foreign 

teachers. The combined effect of verbal and nonverbal communication style constitute positive 

feedback (Deci et al., 1975), which affects the intrinsic motivation of the individual as 

established by CET. Positive feedback in the form of praise, therefore, increases intrinsic 

motivation by facilitating an internal locus of causality and perceived competence. The 

relationship between the nature of feedback and self-efficacy was negative yet insignificant. 

The implication is that leaders need to identify the nature of feedback that is valuable to their 

followers for it to have an impact on their self-efficacy.  

 The reason why supervisors who adopt transactional leadership will be interested in giving 

frequent feedback is to let subordinates know what they stand to gain or suffer when their 

performance is reduced. According to Fedor and Buckley (1987), the greater the frequency of 

feedback, the higher the propensity to correct oneself and ask for help to improve one’s 

performance. For this reason, teachers who work under supervisors who exhibit this leadership 

style are expected to be more efficacious because they receive feedback on regular bases and 

are therefore likely to revise their teaching methods to meet the expectation of their supervisors 

and employers. CET urges that interpersonal events and structures such as rewards, 

communications, and feedback are intended to inspire a feeling of competence, which increases 

intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). On the contrary, the study by Lam et al. (2011), found 

an “inverted-U shaped” relationship between the frequency of feedback and performance. This 

shows that frequent feedback is not always useful, implying that a leader has to study followers 

to know when the frequency of feedback becomes irrelevant.  

 The paper finds that feedback plays a mediation role in the relationship between selfefficacy 

and leadership. While the negative mediation of feedback on transactional leadership and self-

efficacy cannot be exploited because of its statistical insignificance, feedback has a mediation 

role in the relationship between transformational leadership and self-efficacy. This suggests that 

the nature and frequency of feedback play a significant part in enhancing teacher’s self-efficacy 

under transformational leadership.  

 The perceived value of feedback is considered a personal attribute, whereby the individual’s 

perception of the value of feedback could be relevant in determining a person’s self-efficacy. 

We, therefore, asked the question; is the feedback you receive valuable to your performance? 

We found that the perceived value of feedback moderates strongly the relationship between the 

nature of feedback and self-efficacy. It shows that depending on the nature of feedback given, 

whether negative or positive, the perceived value of that feedback influences the teacher’s self-

efficacy.   

 On the other hand, the study partly supports the findings of Lam et al. (2011) that the frequency 

of feedback is only valuable to a certain extent. Our study points to the fact that in the presence 

of the moderator (perceived value of feedback), the relationship between feedback frequency 

and self-efficacy is negative. The implication is that even when teachers perceive feedback to 

be valuable in the presence of frequent feedback, it negatively affects self-efficacy. It is when 

feedback is perceived to be valuable by the receiver and communicated appreciably (whether 

the receiver values negative or positive feedback) that self-efficacy will be positively affected.   
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4. Conclusion  

 The study aimed to establish the complex relationships that exist between leadership style, 

feedback, and self-efficacy. We introduced a moderation effect as our novelty to determine how 

perceptions of the value of feedback affect some of the relationships. The main findings are that 

transactional and transformational leadership styles of Chinese foreign teacher supervisors 

positively affect foreign teacher’s self-efficacy. Therefore, supervisors can stimulate intrinsic 

motivation that influences teachers’ self-efficacy as established by the CET. The frequency of 

feedback does not seem to be of the essence in influencing a teacher’s self-efficacy. A positive 

relationship was established between the nature of feedback and selfefficacy. Also, the study 

revealed a vital mediation role played by the nature of feedback on the relationship between 

transformational leadership and self-efficacy. According to Bush (2007), irrespective of the 

leadership style adopted, there should be an emphasis on the fundamental task of managing 

teaching and learning.   

 An essential contribution of this study is the demonstration of the moderation effect of a 

teacher’s perceived value of feedback. Therefore, if a teacher perceives feedback as valuable, 

they will utilize it more effectively. We also add to the contrasting views on the relevance of 

frequent feedback, especially in routine jobs. The study also contributes to the theory of CET 

by indicating that feedback in its entirety does not influence intrinsic motivation. The nature of 

feedback has a more significant effect on intrinsic motivation than the frequency of feedback. 

Our study does, however, contradicts the view that self-efficacy is increased by frequent 

feedback; our study found that transformational leadership frequency of feedback does not 

positively affect self-efficacy. Further studies could be conducted to establish the reason for this 

trend. Also, it will be worth studying why the perceived value of feedback moderates negatively 

the relationship between feedback frequency and self-efficacy. The augmentation hypothesis 

could be explored to establish whether a leader who exhibits both leadership traits has a greater 

tendency to influence teacher’s self-efficacy.  
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