

[image: image1]
Servant Leadership and Creativity: A Study of the Sequential Mediating Roles of Psychological Safety and Employee Well-Being












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 04 February 2022
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.807070





[image: image]

Servant Leadership and Creativity: A Study of the Sequential Mediating Roles of Psychological Safety and Employee Well-Being

Wenxian Wang1, Seung-Wan Kang1* and Suk Bong Choi2*

1College of Business, Gachon University, Seongnam, South Korea

2College of Global Business, Korea University, Sejong City, South Korea

Edited by:
Pablo Ruiz-Palomino, University of Castilla-La Mancha, Spain

Reviewed by:
Horacio Molina-Sánchez, Loyola Andalusia University, Spain
Rocco Frondizi, University of Rome Tor Vergata, Italy
Santiago Gutiérrez-Broncano, University of Castilla-La Mancha, Spain

*Correspondence: Seung-Wan Kang, global7@gachon.ac.kr; Suk Bong Choi, sukchoi@korea.ac.kr

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Organizational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 01 November 2021
Accepted: 29 December 2021
Published: 04 February 2022

Citation: Wang W, Kang S-W and Choi SB (2022) Servant Leadership and Creativity: A Study of the Sequential Mediating Roles of Psychological Safety and Employee Well-Being. Front. Psychol. 12:807070. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.807070

With today’s increasingly dynamic and competitive business environment, creativity is critical for enterprises to enhance their competitiveness. Companies today invest and seek new ways to enhance creativity of employees within the organization. Our study describes the effects of servant leadership, psychological safety, and employee well-being on creativity under the conservation of resources theory. We used a sample of 252 full-time employees in the United Kingdom who had been recruited online and collected their data for analysis. We conducted confirmatory factor analyses to test the validity of the measurement model and regression to evaluate the direct effects. Subsequently, we used bootstrapping to confirm mediation and serial mediation effects. The results showed that servant leadership was positively related to creativity and that psychological safety and employee well-being were serial mediators between them.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, with the broadening of globalization and information technology and the rapid technological developments, there is competition for organizations’ focus among information, knowledge, and creativity. Today’s organizations are operating in an unstable business environment that requires greater effort to achieve organizational innovation (Tierney and Farmer, 2011). Creativity is a key source of competitive advantage and sustained success in the current dynamic and highly competitive business environment (Hughes et al., 2018). Most of the previous studies focused on organizational innovation, and research on employee creativity has remained in its early stages until recently; in the new century, employee creativity began to receive increasing attention (Tierney and Farmer, 2011). Employees who are creative at work generate ideas that benefit the organization (Shalley and Gilson, 2004). As the main body of enterprise innovation, employee creativity can effectively promote enterprise development, and because creativity promotes innovation, growth, and competitiveness (Gong et al., 2013), most organizations invest heavily in finding effective ways to encourage employee creativity (Liu et al., 2012).

However, in practice, not all employees are willing to do this unconditionally: Creativity is risky and requires challenging the status quo, which heightens unpredictability (George, 2007). New ideas can fail, leading to self-blame and even rejection by others. Based on these findings that creativity is challenging and consumes employees’ personal resources, we applied the conservation of resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989) in this study to explain the antecedents of employee creativity.

According to COR theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018), lack of resources can lead to pressure and employee burnout, and employees with few resources to spare avoid investing their limited resources in activities perceived as non-productive, such as creativity. Employees with more resources, for instance, low emotional exhaustion, are more inclined to take on the challenge of creativity. Therefore, we investigated employee well-being as an influence on creativity.

Psychological safety is a resource (Singh et al., 2018) that creates comfort. In the workplace, employees who feel psychological safety will feel freer to express themselves and perceive less risk in doing so; environments of psychological safety reduce employee stress and burnout and increase employee well-being. In contrast, employees who do not perceive psychological safety in their environments fear taking risks and possibly making mistakes that may be generated by creativity, and their higher stress has negative impacts on their well-being. Based on COR theory, we consider psychological safety an influence on creativity and employee well-being.

Leaders can play a key role in employees’ psychological safety (Dirik and Intepeler, 2017). Edmondson (2004) found that leaders’ openness, accessibility, and availability can form a sense of psychological safety among their followers. Servant leadership puts followers first and focuses on their development (Hoch et al., 2018). In the workplace, servant leadership manifests as providing employees with job resources, talent activation, and career opportunities to develop their skills, activate their talent and empower them (van Dierendonck, 2011), and such efforts promote employees’ psychological safety. Therefore, we consider servant leadership an influence on psychological safety.

Although previous researchers have found correlations between servant leadership and creativity (Neubert et al., 2008, 2016; Yoshida et al., 2014; Linuesa-Langreo et al., 2016; Williams et al., 2017; Yang et al., 2019; Ruiz-Palomino and Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara, 2020), others have concluded that the relationship is uncertain (Newman et al., 2018). Therefore, it is necessary to further explore the mechanism of whether and how servant leadership promotes creativity (Liden et al., 2014).

Eva et al. (2019) proposed a nomological network that considered psychological safety a mediating variable and well-being an outcome variable. Based on this research and the above findings, we attempted here to use COR theory to explain the psychological mechanism of how servant leadership positively affects employees’ psychological safety, thereby improving employee well-being, and thus promoting employee creativity.

In summary, it is not easy for organizations to improve the creativity of their employees. We attempted to search for antecedents that can improve creativity according to previous studies. Based on COR theory, we found that employee well-being, psychological safety, and servant leadership affected creativity, and therefore, we expected to find the pathways and mechanisms of how these variables affect creativity in the workplace through this study.

To investigate these questions, we recruited participants for the survey and conducted two survey waves at an interval of 6 weeks between them; we then collected and analyzed the data. In the following section, we show how we used COR theory to hypothesize the psychological mechanism between servant leadership and creativity. We respectively present research hypotheses, methodology, and empirical results of this study. Finally, we discuss the theoretical and practical implications of this paper’s findings and propose directions for future research.



THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES


Servant Leadership and Psychological Safety

Greenleaf (1977) first proposed the concept of servant leadership. The same author later elaborated in The Servant as Leader (Greenleaf, 2007) that servant leadership is service-oriented to meet the needs of subordinates. Researchers have proposed a number of definitions of servant leadership, including (Greenleaf, 1977), who described a leader who perseveres to serve first rather than lead. Later, van Dierendonck (2011) expanded to say that servant leaders meet subordinates’ needs, provide them with learning opportunities, and improve their self-management capacities. Extant research defined servant leadership as an other-oriented approach that entailed prioritizing followers’ needs and leaders reorienting their concern for themselves toward concern for others in the organization (Eva et al., 2019; Elche et al., 2020).

Kahn (1990) defined psychological safety as a condition whereby individuals believe they can express their true selves freely without fear of harming their career, status, or self-image, while Brown and Leigh (1996) defined it as the degree to which an individual psychologically perceives safety in the organization’s environment. Edmondson (1999, 2004) defined the concept as a common belief of employees that organizational members trust and respect each other, the workspace is safe for interpersonal risk-taking, and they will not be punished for sharing opinions, taking risks, or making mistakes.

Based on COR theory, individuals with more resources have a stronger ability to possess and conserve other resources, whereas those with fewer resources have a weaker ability to possess and conserve resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). In the workplace, when leaders show care and concern for employees, help them grow, and give them support, they provide resources to employees and contribute to generating employees’ psychological safety (Iqbal et al., 2020).

Servant leadership helps employees to acquire resources (Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara and Ruiz-Palomino, 2019; Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021). Servant leadership is oriented toward helping and guiding employees, showing compassion, healing, awareness, persuasion, management, and commitment to subordinates’ growth (Russell, 2001). Servant leadership encourages employees to ask questions and take on challenges and rewards them with promotions for doing so (Karatepe et al., 2019). These components of paying attention to employees’ needs and fostering their self-development allow employees the space to take risks and make mistakes and also provide them with the resources to feel this freedom. Indeed, Erkutlu and Chafra (2019); Chughtai (2016), and Schaubroeck et al. (2011) demonstrated positive correlations between servant leadership and psychological safety. Given the above findings, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Servant leadership is positively related to psychological safety.



The Mediating Role of Psychological Safety in the Relationship Between Servant Leadership and Employee Well-Being

Warr (1987) defined employee well-being as employees’ overall evaluations of the quality of their work experiences and functions, and Ryan and Deci (2001) defined well-being as reflecting optimal mental function and experience. Grant et al. (2010) defined employee well-being as happiness gained from work including core influences and satisfaction with intrinsic and extrinsic work values, and Bakker and Oerlemans (2012) defined well-being in general as personal satisfaction with life experiences including positive and negative emotions.

According to COR theory (Halbesleben et al., 2014), when individuals have fewer resources at work, they are more prone to stress and burnout, resulting in low employee well-being, whereas when individuals have more resources at work, their stress and burnout decrease and their well-being increases. Moreover, employees who perceive high psychological safety in the workplace perceive support and respect (Chen et al., 2014) and feel more freedom to express themselves (Edmondson and Lei, 2014), while employees who feel less psychological safety spend time and energy confronting interpersonal risks (Edmondson, 2018), and their stress results in consumption (Yam et al., 2016), which further reduces resources, increases stress and decreases well-being. Numerous other researchers have demonstrated strong support, including empirical evidence, for correlations between psychological safety and employee well-being (Sharifirad, 2013; Hasan and Kashif, 2020; Xu et al., 2020; Zhang and Song, 2020). Others highlighted that environments of psychological safety promote positive employee attitudes and emotions (Kirk-Brown and Van Dijk, 2016). In short, and in keeping with COR theory, psychological safety can be considered a resource (Singh et al., 2018) that contributes to employee well-being.

Meanwhile, as discussed above, servant leadership entails providing employees with work resources, activating their talents, and providing career development opportunities (van Dierendonck, 2011), and leaders who prioritize their employees’ needs and support them in their work promote the psychological safety that contributes to improving employee well-being. Indeed, previous researchers identified positive correlations between servant leadership and employee job satisfaction (Mayer et al., 2008; Schneider and George, 2011). In particular, Chen et al. (2013) and Gotsis and Grimani (2016) found positive correlations between servant leadership and employee happiness because servant leaders served their followers and prioritized their well-being over achieving short-term organizational goals. Servant leaders also improve employee well-being just by creating positive working atmospheres (Neubert et al., 2008; Jaramillo et al., 2009; Black, 2010). Given these relationships, we speculate that psychological safety is the mediating factor between servant leadership and employee well-being.

Schepers et al. (2008) demonstrate that social support and psychological safety promote well-being. Frazier et al. (2017) and Newman et al. (2017) found that psychological safety played a mediating role in leadership behavior and team performance, and Lyu (2016) showed that psychological safety played an intermediary role between organizational justice and work engagement. Given these relationships, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Psychological safety mediates the relationship between servant leadership and employee well-being such that servant leadership enhances psychological safety and psychological safety leads to greater employee well-being.



Servant Leadership and Creativity

Amabile (1983) defined creativity as the ability to create novel and useful ideas, and Oldham and Cummings (1996) defined it as novel and useful products, ideas, or procedures that can help organizations develop and succeed. Shalley et al. (2004) also defined creativity as developing novel and potentially useful ideas, and George (2007) defined it as employees proposing new ideas to improve workflow and enhance efficiency.

In accordance with COR theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018), individuals have a tendency to accumulate, preserve, nurture, and protect valued resources because resources lost are far more important than resources gained. Creativity can be challenging and can destroy the original work balance (George, 2007), resulting in the risk of losing work resources. Therefore, employees will try to prevent the loss of resources by avoiding creativity. Service leadership prioritizes the needs of subordinates over the needs of managers (Greenleaf, 2007) and provides them with resources (van Dierendonck, 2011; Liden et al., 2014). Based on these findings, we used COR theory to investigate how servant leadership influences employee creativity.

Meanwhile, servant leadership encourages the interests of subordinates rather than focuses on the interests of competitors (Hoch et al., 2018). It entails helping employees succeed and grow, providing them with sufficient resources that they will be open to in creativity and challenge without fear of resource loss. In previous studies, servant leadership was related to group creativity (Linuesa-Langreo et al., 2016) and promoted creativity through servant attitude (Ruiz-Palomino and Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara, 2020). Servant leadership also encourages workplace spirituality, which can enhance employee creativity (Williams et al., 2017). Servant leadership enhances employee creativity with the mediator of creative self-efficacy (Yang et al., 2017). Following these findings, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Servant leadership is positively related to creativity.



Psychological Safety and Creativity

According to COR theory, it is critical for individuals to replenish depleted resources, particularly for people who already have few resources or who have lost resources, the new resources provided are more important for them to replenish resources or counteract resource losses (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Therefore, when resources are replenished, individuals are more willing to engage in activities that could cause resource loss.

Workplace creativity is risky in that it requires challenging the status quo and unsettling things (George, 2007), which can increase unpredictability and cause resource loss, and, employees need psychological resources to cope with risks and challenges (Spreitzer et al., 2012; Carmeli et al., 2014). Because psychological safety is a resource (Singh et al., 2018), it will help employees compensate for the resources lost to challenging creativity, increasing their willingness to be creative.

In previous research, psychological safety was connected with employee creativity through organizational identification (Liu et al., 2016) and with follower creativity by the moderator of knowledge sharing (Wang et al., 2018). Team psychological safety has a positive impact on team creativity (Lee et al., 2018), and psychological safety is related to employee creativity mediated by work engagement (Liu and Ge, 2020). The psychological safety promoted by inclusive leadership could enhance subordinates’ creativity (Zhu et al., 2020). These findings led to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Psychological safety is positively related to creativity.



Sequential Mediating Role of Psychological Safety and Employee Well-Being Between Servant Leadership and Creativity

According to COR theory (Halbesleben et al., 2014), people use the key resources they have to cope with stressful situations in the work environment on the one hand, and actively build and protect their existing resource pool to cope with possible future stressful situations on the other. Employees may invest in resources with the expectation of acquiring new resources in the future to make up for possible future resource losses.

Employees who have more psychological resources cope better with pressure and are more willing to accept challenges and risks, and they also contribute more ideas and perform effectively at work. Meanwhile, effective servant leadership provides employees with both tangible and intangible resources, gives them autonomy and decision-making power, emphasizes their benefits, and promote their growth and success (van Dierendonck, 2011; Liden et al., 2014), but previous researchers have also connected servant leadership in organizations with employees’ creativity (Neubert et al., 2008). Yoshida et al. (2014) contended that servant leadership stimulates employee creativity via relational identification, and Liden et al. (2014) maintained that because servant leadership empowers followers and focuses their growth and development, it can promote their creativity.

Extant research has established that individuals with positive emotions are more likely to help others than are people with negative or neutral emotions (Carlson et al., 1988), in the workplace, employees who feel positive emotions often exhibit extra-role behaviors (George, 1991). Sonnentag (2015) also found that employee well-being encouraged taking on extra-role behaviors such as creativity to support the organization to achieve common goals, and Miao and Cao (2019) found that work well-being positively affected employees’ creativity.

Khan et al. (2020) used a serial mediation model to find that servant leadership led to trust and then to job crafting, which promoted employees’ innovative work behaviors. Based on these above findings, we proposed a serial mediation research model in Figure 1 and the following hypothesis:
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FIGURE 1. Hypothesized research model.


Hypothesis 5 (H5). Psychological safety and employee well-being serially mediate the relationship between servant leadership and creativity such that servant leadership enhances psychological safety, which in turn increases employee well-being, and the increased well-being enhances employee creativity.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Sample

For this study, we recruited participants online by using the online panel platform which is United Kingdom-based and specifically designed for academic research (Palan and Schitter, 2018) that produces high quality, reliable sample data (Peer et al., 2017). And online panel data have been shown at least the same quality as traditional field samples (Walter et al., 2019) and previous researchers have used this process (Neubert et al., 2008; Mai et al., 2021). We used multi-time data collection to reduce common method bias and embedded attention checks (Marjanovic et al., 2014; Peer et al., 2014; Cheung et al., 2017) to screen for non-conscientious respondents. Attendance checks are an easy way to see if the participants are following your study instructions (Oppenheimer et al., 2009), such as through giving a study’s participants explicit instructions for completing a particular task (e.g., “click ‘Strongly disagree’ to answer this question.”). Following previous research on employee well-being, we set a 6-week interval between the two waves of this survey (Tong et al., 2019).

In the first wave, the employees rated their perceptions of their supervisors’ servant leadership and psychological safety and answered control questions related to gender, age, education, organization tenure, and interaction frequency. We received 321 surveys, and after we deleted missing data and failed attention checks, 299 remained. In the second wave, employees rated their well-being and creativity. We sent the wave 2 questionnaires to the 299 participants of the last wave and received 254; 252 surveys remained after we deleted the failed attention checks, for a response rate of 84.3%.

All participants in the sample were from the United Kingdom where the online panel platform is located, and they are English native speakers. Their average age was 38.61 years (SD = 9.80), and 58.33% of respondents were women; 41.67% were male. By education background, 14.68% had completed high school, 22.22% had college diplomas, 42.86% held bachelor’s degrees, 15.87% had master’s degrees, and 4.37% held doctorates. Respondents had been with their organizations for a mean of 8.23 years (SD = 7.43) and reported interacting with their supervisors an average of 22.16 times (SD = 24.19) in a given week. Table 1 presents the details.


TABLE 1. Demographic variables.
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Measures


Servant Leadership

We used Liden et al.’s (2015) seven-item scale to measure servant leadership. Respondents rated items on five-point Likert scales that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A sample item is “My supervisor gives me the freedom to handle difficult situations in the way that I feel is best.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84 (see Appendix A for all items).



Psychological Safety

We used May et al. (2004) three-item scale to measure psychological safety. Responses were rated on Likert scales from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A sample item is “I’m not afraid to express my opinions at work.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74 (see Appendix A for all items).



Employee Well-Being

We used Brunetto et al.’s (2011) four-item scale to measure employee well-being, and the items were rated on five-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A sample item is “Overall, I think being a current job worker fulfills an important purpose in my work life.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.83 (see Appendix A for all items).



Creativity

Creativity generally only refers to generating new ideas, which employees can freely control (Axtell et al., 2000). Previous research indicates that creativity measurement might be best suited to self-report by employees because peers and supervisors might not notice employees’ creative contributions except for those who make active efforts to gain recognition (Janssen, 2000), although other researchers have found marked convergence between individuals’ self-reported creativity and their peers’ and supervisors’ ratings of their creativity (Amabile et al., 2005; Shalley et al., 2009; Moneta et al., 2010). Thus, for our study, we measured creativity using Neubert et al.’s (2016) three-item self-report scale. These items were also rated on five-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A sample item is “I generate creative ideas at work.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88 (see Appendix A for all items).



Control Variables

We controlled for the variables of age, education, and organization tenure to account for demographic differences in predicting employee well-being and creativity (Yoshida et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2017; Sprigg et al., 2018), measuring age and organization tenure in years as continuous variables and gender as a dichotomous variable (0 = female, 1 = male). Education attainment had six categories mentioned above: elementary school, high school, college diploma, bachelor, master, and PhD.

Because Howell et al. (2005) found that interaction frequency also influences employee performance, we included interaction frequency as a control variable measured with the response to how many times they interacted with their supervisors in a week including in person, by phone, by email, or otherwise.




Common Method Bias

To reduce common method bias, we employed multi-time data collection, but because the same respondents measured all the variables, bias could still have been generated that could have resulted in false internal consistency and created potentially misleading results (Chang et al., 2010). Following Podsakoff et al. (2003), we conducted Harman’s single-factor test by loading all the items for the research constructs into an exploratory factor analysis. The results showed that no single factor explained more than 40% of the variance (Fuller et al., 2016), which indicated that common method bias had not significantly influenced the validity of the results.



Analytical Strategy

We performed all statistical analyses using STATA 15.1 (Stata Corp., College Station, TX, United States). First, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis to calculate the validity of the study variables and ran a chi-squared model comparison; all variables were captured and analyzed at the individual level. Then, we used regression analyses to test the direct effects and bootstrapping analysis with 10,000 resamples to confirm the indirect effect (Preacher and Hayes, 2008).




RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the variable means, standard deviations, and correlations. Servant leadership correlated significantly with psychological safety (r = 0.39, p < 0.001), employee well-being (r = 0.42, p < 0.001), and creativity (r = 0.27, p < 0.001). Psychological safety also correlated significantly with employee well-being (r = 0.33, p < 0.001) and creativity (r = 0.18, p < 0.01). In the regression analyses, the variance inflation factors of all independent variables were below 10, indicating the absence of any multicollinearity problem (Aiken and West, 1991).


TABLE 2. Cronbach’s alphas, means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities.
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Chi-Square Difference Test

According to Marsh et al. (2004), a model has good fit to the data when the comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) are 0.90 or above, and the root-mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is less than or equal to 0.08. For this study, the four-factor hypothesis model showed the best fit indices (χ2 = 269.81; df = 113; CFI = 0.92; TLI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.07). Table 3 shows the results from comparing the other models.


TABLE 3. Measurement model fit statistics.
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Hypothesis Testing

H1 predicted that servant leadership positively relates to psychological safety, and Table 4 indicates a positive and significant relationship (β = 0.42, p < 0.001; Model 1) after we controlled for gender, age, education, organization tenure, and interaction frequency. We conclude that H1 was supported.


TABLE 4. Regression analysis results and bootstrapped indirect effects.
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H2 posited that psychological safety would mediate the relationship between servant leadership and employee well-being such that servant leadership would enhance psychological safety and psychological safety would lead to better employee well-being. In bootstrapping to test the mediating effect of servant leadership on employee well-being through psychological safety, the observed coefficient effect was 0.09, and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval (CI) did not include 0 [0.03,0.16]. Thus, we consider H2 supported.

H3 proposed that servant leadership is positively related to creativity. After controlling gender, age, education, organization tenure, and interaction frequency. The results of Table 4 show there is a positive relationship between servant leadership and creativity (β = 0.31, p < 0.001; Model 5). So, the H3 was supported.

And H4 posited that psychological safety has a positive relationship with creativity. After we controlled gender, age, education, organization tenure, and interaction frequency, Table 4 indicates psychological safety is positively related to creativity (β = 0.20, p < 0.01; Model 4). Hence, the H4 was supported.

H5 predicted that psychological safety and employee well-being would serially mediate the relationship between servant leadership and creativity such that servant leadership would enhance psychological safety, which would in turn increase employee well-being, and the increased employee well-being would enhance creativity. Indirect testing with bootstrapping produced a coefficient of 0.02, and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap CI also excluded zero [0.01, 0.05]. Results indicate that H5 was supported.




DISCUSSION

Employee creativity is crucial to organizations’ competitiveness (Hughes et al., 2018). In the workplace, leaders have impacts on employees that affect their creativity. Based on COR theory, we assumed certain effects of the servant leadership style on employee creativity factoring in direct effect and serial mediating effects of psychological safety and employee well-being. Our findings support our hypotheses, and we discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the findings below.


Summary

The results of this study contribute to the existing literature by our having examined how servant leadership impacts employee performance. Using COR theory, our research shows that servant leadership promotes psychological safety and has a positive impact on employee well-being, psychological safety mediates the relationship between servant leadership and employee well-being, servant leadership and psychological safety both correlate positively with creativity, and servant leadership has a positive impact on employee creativity through two serial mediators: psychological safety and employee well-being. This study makes a positive contribution to understanding the psychological mechanism of how servant leadership promotes employees’ creativity.



Theoretical Implications

First, with this study, we responded to previous scholars’ (Neubert et al., 2008; Liden et al., 2014; Yoshida et al., 2014) calls for exploring the psychological mechanism between servant leadership and employee creativity. Different from previous researchers who applied social learning theory (Neubert et al., 2016) and self-determination theory (Williams et al., 2017) to explain the relationship, we used COR theory with different perspectives to understand how servant leadership affects employee creativity. We determined that servant leadership has positive impacts on creativity by helping employees, including increasing their psychological safety and well-being. In turn, we used psychological safety and employee well-being as serial mediators to examine the relationship between servant leadership and creativity, contributing to the literature on servant leadership and creativity.

Second, our results validate previous literature findings such as Schaubroeck et al.’s (2011) positive relationship between servant leadership and psychological safety, but the relevant literature is limited. Our study verified the positive influence of servant leadership on psychological safety and its outcomes. For instance, Edmondson and Lei (2014) proposed that further research should be conducted on the antecedents and outcomes of psychological safety, and the results not only that servant leadership was an antecedent of psychological safety but that employee well-being and creativity were outcomes of psychological safety, which enriches the literature.

Third, we expanded the work on the relationship between servant leadership and creativity to a new context. Although many researchers have published social science works that used data conducted from participants recruited online (Bohannon, 2016), authors of the majority of extant literature in the field of servant leadership and employee performance have used traditional surveys. In contrast, for our study, we recruited participants online through an online panel platform. Previous research showed that research data obtained online are as valid, reliable, and high quality as data obtained via traditional methods (Rand, 2012; Buhrmester et al., 2016). Woods et al. (2015), and Gleibs (2017) even determined that online participants tend to be more representative of larger populations than do those recruited in traditional methods. Whereas traditional surveys are administered within specific several companies or to respondents with similar working backgrounds, which can restrict the generalizability of the results, we conducted our study online and collected data from participants from a variety of different working backgrounds. By eliminating the above restrictions, we increased the generalizability of our findings.

Finally, we extend the work on COR theory following He et al.’s (2020) application of the theory to explain the relationship between compulsory citizenship behavior and employee creativity and Braun and Peus’s (2018) use of it to explain the relationship between authentic leadership and followers’ job satisfaction. Specifically, in the relationship between servant leadership and employee creativity, we introduced the sequential mediators of psychological safety in the workplace and employee well-being: Considering psychological safety a psychological resource, we applied COR theory and used a serial mediation model to explain how servant leadership increases the sense of psychological safety, which enhances employee well-being and promotes employee creativity.



Practical Implications

Our research has some practical implications for organizations today. First, leaders’ characteristics and behaviors greatly affect employees’ behaviors, so managers should pay more attention to employees than to their own or their organizations’ goals, and organizations should prefer leader candidates who are more interested in serving than in gaining power. These candidates are likely to become servant leaders, which can increase employees’ creativity.

Second, our research shows that the positive effect of servant leadership is transmitted through psychological safety. Usually, organizations pay more attention to the workplace atmosphere in attempting to create spaces of psychological safety, but our research indicates that leaders should be considered as well. The leader of the organization should increase the tolerance of employees’ unintentional mistakes, and give employees more opportunities to express their ideas at work, promote their career development (Jo et al., 2018) and reduce the competitive atmosphere among employees in the organization. Finally, employees often suffer from stress and burnout at work, which has negative impacts on well-being. Some businesses attempt to reduce stress and burnout and improve well-being by increasing personal income or offering career adaptability (Takao and Ishiyama, 2021), but we suggest another factor to be considered is the type of leadership (Jeong et al., 2018). We determined that the servant style of leadership has positive implications not only for employee creativity, the topic of our study, but for employees’ well-being and psychological safety as well.



Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, we measured variables from the same sources at two time points by self-report, following Neubert et al. (2008). Although Chan (2009) found no strong evidence that self-report prevents meaningful interpretations of study data, self-report data can show common method bias. However, Spector (2006) determined that common method bias is not the primary limiter of research result validity. We used time separation to collect the data, separating the data collection into two waves separated by 6 weeks, to reduce the risk of common method bias and used Harman’s one-factor test to examine the bias. However, using the same sources at both time points limited our ability to establish causality between variables. Future researchers should collect and study data from multiple sources for analysis.

Second, we conducted this study on an individual level to explore how employees’ perceptions of leadership affect their behavior in the workplace. However, leadership was originally a group-level construct (Hogg et al., 2005), and individual differences influence how individuals interpret and respond to their supervisors’ behaviors (Jo, 2019). Therefore, researchers still need to conduct multilevel or team-level research in the future.

Third, many scholars have investigated the stability of employee well-being over time as an issue (Warr, 1992; Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2009; Dunford et al., 2012; Zacher et al., 2014) and found that it weakens over time; others have found that well-being has peaks and ebbs throughout an individual’s life span. Future researchers should employ a longitudinal study design to confirm the durability of employee well-being, and how the fluctuation of well-being influences employees’ behavior. Moreover, we recruited participants from the United Kingdom, and that likely also limits the generalizability of our study findings. Future researchers should expand their participant sample to different cultures such as non-Western countries.

Moreover, because pandemics can potentially affect employee well-being, which can also affect organizational performance and employee motivation, companies are increasingly focusing on their impacts on employee psychological states. Future researchers could extend this study to explore the mechanism of how servant leadership influences creativity in the context of a pandemic.

Finally, recent servant leadership studies indicate that servant leadership explains more of the outcome variables than other leadership approaches (Liden et al., 2008; Schaubroeck et al., 2011; van Dierendonck et al., 2014), but future researchers could use a different style such as transformational leadership (Eva et al., 2019) as a control to confirm how much variance in employee behavior can be explained by servant leadership.
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APPENDIX A

Servant Leadership (α = 0.84) (Liden et al., 2015)

1. My supervisor can tell if something work-related is going wrong;

2. My supervisor makes my career development a priority;

3. I would seek help from my supervisor if I had a personal problem;

4. My supervisor emphasizes the importance of giving back to the community;

5. My supervisor puts my best interests ahead of his/her own;

6. My supervisor gives me the freedom to handle difficult situations in the way that I feel is best;

7. My supervisor would NOT compromise ethical principles in order to achieve success.

Psychological Safety(α = 0.74) (May et al., 2004)

1. I’m not afraid to be myself at work.

2. I’m not afraid to express my opinions at work.

3. There is no threatening environment at work.

Employee well-being (α = 0.83) (Brunetto et al., 2011)

1. Overall, I think being a current job worker fulfils an important purpose in my work life.

2. Overall, I get enough time in this job to reflect on what I do at work.

3. Overall I think I am reasonably satisfied with my work life.

4. Overall, most days I feel a sense of accomplishment in what I do in working.

Creativity(α = 0.88) (Neubert et al., 2016)

1. I generate creative ideas at work.

2. I promote and champion ideas to others.

3. I am innovative at work.
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