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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Positive leadership and worker well-being in dynamic regional contexts





Introduction

In this Research Topic, we present a collection of research articles that explore the interplay between positive leadership styles and worker wellbeing in dynamic regional contexts. In the literature, it has been well-established that leaders have an effect on employee performance and worker wellbeing (i.e., the general wellbeing of working people; Arnold, 2017; Wijngaards et al., 2022) within organizations (e.g., Kuoppala et al., 2008; Montano et al., 2017; Hendriks et al., 2020) and that destructive leadership is detrimental for worker wellbeing (Schyns and Schilling, 2013; Mackey et al., 2021). At the same time, the relationship between positive leadership styles and worker wellbeing is significantly influenced by the unique characteristics and dynamics of the context in which an organization is located through cultural norms in a country, industry trends, economic conditions, and demographic patterns (Stoffers, 2021, 2023).

Specifically, in this Research Topic several studies explore the relationship between positive leadership styles (e.g., empowering, health-related, transformational, self-sacrificial, servant, service, and virtuous leadership) and worker wellbeing. The included articles demonstrate that worker wellbeing can be operationalized in various ways, including life satisfaction, job satisfaction, and employee vigor. Some articles additionally examine more individual and organizational performance-related outcomes such as innovative behavior, employability and turnover intention. The diversity of articles in this Research Topic illustrates that positive leadership styles that work in one context (e.g., region or sector) does not necessarily work in other contexts. Hence, taking contextual factors into account—through case studies –, allows for a better understanding of what works for whom under which circumstances (Nielsen and Miraglia, 2017).

By using an interdisciplinary approach which incorporates insights from organizational psychology, organizational sociology, management sciences, human resource management, and labor economics, this Research Topic contributes to a better comprehension of the role of leadership and context in promoting worker wellbeing. We believe that the findings from this Research Topic can enhance the development of more effective, adaptable, and context-sensitive leadership approaches, ultimately fostering worker wellbeing and promoting the flourishing of industries, regions and organizations. Furthermore, these insights can help shape future organizations and societies that prioritize worker wellbeing, leading to increased job satisfaction, engagement, and overall quality of life. We express our gratitude to all the contributing authors and reviewers, whose diligent efforts have shaped and refined the articles in this Research Topic.



In this Research Topic

The majority of the articles focus merely on one specific context concerning three themes: (1) conceptualization and measurement of positive leadership behavior and (2) the relationship between positive leadership and worker wellbeing, and (3) the relationship between positive leadership and individual and firm performance.

Three articles offer distinct perspectives on leadership behaviors and their conceptualization and measurement within organizational settings, each contributing unique insights to the overarching theme of positive leadership behavior.

The research of Slob et al. delves into Augustinian leadership principles, focusing on the centrality of community within organizations. The proposed Augustine leadership scale is notable for incorporating ethical dimensions such as veracity and empathy, alongside community orientation and temperance. This approach suggests that leadership success is rooted not only in organizational outcomes but also in the cultivation of a strong, value-driven community.

The work of Nöthel et al. introduces the Adaptive Leadership Behavior Scale (ALBS), a novel metric for gauging adaptive leadership behaviors, crucial for navigating dynamic and challenging environments. This scale measures leaders' abilities to perceive situational nuances, possess a versatile repertoire of behavioral strategies, and apply these behaviors flexibly and judiciously. The validation of the ALBS furthers our understanding of how leaders can effectively adjust to and manage change.

Henderikx and Stoffers' study shifts the focus to middle managers, particularly in the context of digital transformation—a radical and pervasive change affecting modern organizations. Through Group Concept Mapping, they identify crucial leadership behaviors and skills, emphasizing the significance of soft skills and people-oriented behaviors for successfully leading digital transformation efforts.

Connecting these articles, a comprehensive picture emerges, portraying leadership as multifaced behavior that thrives on ethical grounding (Augustinian leadership), adaptability to change (Adaptive Leadership Behavior), and a keen understanding of the human element in technological advancements (Middle-Managers' Leadership Skills). Together, they imply that positive leadership behavior is not a static trait but a dynamic set of skills and orientations that must evolve with organizational challenges and changes. This synthesis highlights the complexity of leadership and underscores the need for diverse and robust conceptualizations and measures to capture the essence of effective leadership across different contexts.

The subsequent five articles collectively explore the intricate relationship between various leadership styles and worker wellbeing, each contributing unique insights that, when connected, offer a multi-dimensional view of leadership effectiveness in diverse contexts.

Habets et al. set the stage with a cross-cultural examination of dark leadership in the Netherlands and China, observing its negative impact on Dutch workers' turnover intentions when moderated by a supportive learning climate. In contrast, this effect was not observed in the Chinese context, suggesting that cultural factors significantly influence how leadership styles affect employee outcomes.

Caniëls work extends the conversation to remote work environments, highlighting how positive leadership becomes even more crucial for employee vigor in the absence of traditional office interactions. Studied within the Netherlands and Flanders, the findings suggest that remote work amplifies the need for leaders to actively engage and support their teams to maintain productivity and wellbeing.

Cremers and Curşeu contribute to the theme by examining how empowering leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic in the Netherlands can alleviate adverse effects on work satisfaction and team effectiveness. Their research underscores the importance of leaders who facilitate autonomy and confidence among employees during crises.

Shek et al. explore the concept of self-leadership within the context of service leadership among Hong Kong university students. The study showcases self-leadership's positive correlation with wellbeing, indicating that the ability to self-direct and self-motivate is beneficial for psychological health in young adults.

Lastly, Stynen and Semeijn investigate the role of paradoxical leadership—a style that embraces contradictory behaviors for adaptability—on employee wellbeing during turbulent times. Their findings suggest that paradoxical leadership can enhance job, career, and life satisfaction by helping employees navigate and reframe challenging work conditions.

Connecting these articles, it's evident that leadership has a profound and varied impact on worker wellbeing across different cultural and situational contexts. From the detrimental effects of dark leadership to the empowering aspects of positive and paradoxical leadership, each study contributes to a broader understanding of how leaders can support or undermine employee wellbeing. The common thread is the significance of adapting leadership styles to the cultural, situational, and individual needs of workers to foster an environment conducive to satisfaction, effectiveness, and overall wellbeing.

The final four articles form a cohesive narrative around the theme of positive leadership's impact on individual and organizational performance, with a focus on employability, creativity, job satisfaction, and the mechanisms through which leadership exerts its influence.

Vermeeren and Van der Heijden delve into the public sector's employability, underscoring the interaction between individual traits like personality and risk-taking, and organizational features such as transformational leadership. Their study indicates that leadership styles interwoven with personal and institutional factors critically affect employees' career development and labor market agility.

Cao et al. pivot to explore the effect of leader humor on employee creativity in China, revealing that humor enhances creativity and is mediated by employees' willingness to voice ideas and concerns. They further elucidate the moderating role of contradiction thinking, which amplifies the impact of humor on more radical forms of creativity, with variations noted between state-owned and private sectors.

Coun et al. investigate the remote work landscape, examining how servant leadership and communication frequency across various channels contribute to job satisfaction among different generations. Their findings affirm that servant leadership and regular communication, particularly via email, are perceived as autonomy-supportive and positively influence employees' wellbeing across generational divides.

Hoedemakers et al. present a bibliometric analysis and systematic literature review probing how leadership influences employability. They underscore the dyadic relationship quality between leaders and followers as pivotal, as it determines leaders' propensity to provide resources such as training and feedback, thereby enhancing employability. The article posits that cultivating leadership skills is a strategic HRM investment that bolsters employability, offering a roadmap for future research and practical applications.

The common thread through these articles is that positive leadership behaviors—whether through humor, transformational practices, servant leadership, or effective communication—are fundamental drivers of employee and organizational outcomes. Leadership not only impacts immediate performance but also equips employees with the skills and motivation necessary for long-term employability and adaptability. These studies highlight then also the importance of understanding the nuances of leadership across cultural and generational contexts to optimize both individual growth and firm performance.

In sum, the studies in this Research Topic enhance our understanding of the interplay between leadership styles, worker wellbeing and worker performance. By considering context characteristics and dynamics, this research contributes to the development of more effective and adaptable leadership approaches that prioritize worker wellbeing, paving the way for thriving organizations and societies in an ever-evolving global economy. We invite you to explore the diverse range of topics and ideas presented in this Research Topic and engage with the authors and fellow readers to stimulate dialogue and mutual learning.



Future research

In this Research Topic, we showed that positive leadership behavior can play an important role in wellbeing of workers. Nevertheless, literature on the role of leadership for leader's own wellbeing and vice versa the interaction with employee's wellbeing is scarce (Inceoglu et al., 2018, 2021). Future research could address this gap by focusing on which factors influence the wellbeing of leaders and to what extent the behavior of leaders at one level (e.g., middle managers) influence the behavior and wellbeing of leaders at lower levels and to what extent does this in turn influence the wellbeing of the employees (see e.g., Lin et al., 2019).



Author contributions

MB: Writing—review & editing. MC: Writing—review & editing. JS: Writing—review & editing. SV: Writing—review & editing. AV: Writing—review & editing. TV: Writing—review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Arnold, K. A. (2017). Transformational leadership and employee psychological well-being: a review and directions for future research. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 22, 381–393. doi: 10.1037/ocp0000062

 Hendriks, M., Burger, M., Rijsenbilt, A., Pleeging, E., and Commandeur, H. (2020). Virtuous leadership: a source of employee well-being and trust. Manag. Res. Rev. 43, 951–970. doi: 10.1108/MRR-07-2019-0326


 Inceoglu, I., Arnold, K. A., Leroy, H., Lang, J. W., and Stephan, U. (2021). From microscopic to macroscopic perspectives and back: the study of leadership and health/well-being. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 26, 459–468. doi: 10.1037/ocp0000316

 Inceoglu, I., Thomas, G., Chu, C., Plans, D., and Gerbasi, A. (2018). Leadership behavior and employee well-being: an integrated review and a future research agenda. Leadersh. Quart. 29, 179–202. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.12.006


 Kuoppala, J., Lamminpää, A., Liira, J., and Vainio, H. (2008). Leadership, job well-being, and health effects—a systematic review and a meta-analysis. J. Occup. Environ. Med. 2008, 904–915. doi: 10.1097/JOM.0b013e31817e918d


 Lin, S. H., Scott, B. A., and Matta, F. K. (2019). The dark side of transformational leader behaviors for leaders themselves: a conservation of resources perspective. Acad. Manag. J. 62, 1556–1582. doi: 10.5465/amj.2016.1255


 Mackey, J. D., Ellen, III. B. P., McAllister, C. P., and Alexander, K. C. (2021). The dark side of leadership: a systematic literature review and meta-analysis of destructive leadership research. J. Bus. Res. 132, 705–718. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.10.037


 Montano, D., Reeske, A., Franke, F., and Hüffmeier, J. (2017). Leadership, followers' mental health and job performance in organizations: a comprehensive meta-analysis from an occupational health perspective. J. Org. Behav. 38, 327–350. doi: 10.1002/job.2124


 Nielsen, K., and Miraglia, M. (2017). What works for whom in which circumstances? On the need to move beyond the ‘what works?' question in organizational intervention research. Hum. Relat. 70, 40–62. doi: 10.1177/0018726716670226


 Schyns, B., and Schilling, J. (2013). How bad are the effects of bad leaders? A meta-analysis of destructive leadership and its outcomes. Leadersh. Quart. 24, 138–158. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2012.09.001


 Stoffers, J. (2021). Oratie: Employability in de context van een innovatieve en lerende regio. Heerlen: Open Universiteit.


 Stoffers, J. (2023). Employability in de context van een innovatieve en lerende regio. Gedrag Organisatie 36, 235–255. doi: 10.5117/GO2023.3.002.STOF


 Wijngaards, I., King, O. C., Burger, M. J., and van Exel, J. (2022). Worker well-being: what it is, and how it should be measured. App. Res. Qual. Life 17, 795–832. doi: 10.1007/s11482-021-09930-w














	 
	

	TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 16 December 2022
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1041618





Employability in the public sector: The impact of individual and organizational determinants

Brenda Vermeeren1* and Beatrice Van der Heijden2,3,4,5,6

1Department of Public Administration and Sociology, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Rotterdam, Netherlands

2Institute for Management Research, Radboud University, Nijmegen, Netherlands

3Faculty of Management, Open University of the Netherlands, Heerlen, Netherlands

4Department of Marketing, Innovation and Organization, Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium

5School of Business, Hubei University, Wuhan, China

6Kingston Business School, Kingston University, London, United Kingdom

[image: image]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Steven Van Den Heuvel, Evangelical Theological Faculty, Belgium

REVIEWED BY
Colin Lindsay, University of Strathclyde, United Kingdom
Razia Sultana, Al Yamamah University, Saudi Arabia

*CORRESPONDENCE
Brenda Vermeeren, vermeeren@essb.eur.nl

SPECIALTY SECTION
This article was submitted to Positive Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

RECEIVED 11 September 2022
ACCEPTED 29 November 2022
PUBLISHED 16 December 2022

CITATION
Vermeeren B and Van der Heijden B (2022) Employability in the public sector: The impact of individual and organizational determinants.
Front. Psychol. 13:1041618.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1041618

COPYRIGHT
© 2022 Vermeeren and Van der Heijden. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Introduction: The importance of employability within organizations is increasing, due to various developments that initiate organizational changes. This study focuses on the employability in the public sector. While there seems to be a clear need for an employable public sector workforce, up until now there is little empirical research into the employability of workers in this sector, and into which specific individual and organizational characteristics influence it.

Methods: We conducted structural equation modeling, using data from Dutch public sector employees (n = 13.471).

Results: Our outcomes show that public sector employees consider themselves to be reasonably employable internally, and that they rate their external employability slightly higher. Moreover, it was found that both individual (personality and risk-taking behavior) and organizational characteristics (transformational leadership and red tape) influence their employability.

Discussion: These results underline the dual responsibility of the employee and the organization in influencing workers’ employability within the public sector.

KEYWORDS
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1 Introduction

The importance of employability within organizations is increasing, due to various developments that initiate organizational changes (e.g., globalization, technological progress and innovation, and demographic trends) (Fugate et al., 2021). Employability is the ability to perform the current job, to acquire a new job or to create work by making optimal use of existing competences (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). A high level of employability is seen as the responsibility of both organizations and their employees (Philippaers et al., 2019). In order to ensure that employees can continue to make a valuable contribution to the labor process, up until their retirement age, in a healthy manner and with a sense of well-being, research into employability is of great importance. This scholarly work has three contributions: (1) we examine employability specifically in the public sector context, (2) we focus on both perceived employability competences and internal and external employability, and (3) we study determinants of employability on the individual and on the organizational level in one and the same study.

As regards the first contribution, so far, only a few studies have examined employability in public organizations (Van Harten and Rodrigues, 2021; Van Harten and Vermeeren, 2021). Nevertheless, there are specific reasons that make workers’ employability an important issue for the public sector. Besides the general developments that initiate organizational changes, New Public Management (NPM) has come to play a central role within the public sector in recent decades, with values such as efficiency and effectiveness being emphasized (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004; Boyne et al., 2006). Due to this business-oriented approach, strengthened by the economic crisis in the past years, many government organizations have been forced to adopt austerity measures and thereby to make changes in their organizational structures (Bozeman, 2010; Pandey, 2010; Raudla et al., 2013). At the same time, civil servants face new public service demands coming from an increasingly demanding society that is putting more emphasis on creating public value. Taken together, these changes call out for employable public sector workers, meaning that they need to adopt new roles and acquire new skills (OECD, 2017). The relevance of investing in workers’ employability in the public sector could furthermore be justified using the concept of public value, and by seeing investments in employability as a retention strategy (De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011; Rodrigues et al., 2020). More specifically, as these investments are likely to result in an increase in organizational commitment and intention to stay with one’s employer (ibid.), the public money that has been spent to these investments is valorized for the sector itself (i.e., return on investments). Retaining employable workers enables organizations to meet fluctuating demands for new products and services (Nauta et al., 2009). In this respect, employability provides a means for employers to match labor supply with demands in a changing environment (Thijssen et al., 2008).

Moreover, it should be noted that the public sector labor market has traditionally been different from that in the private sphere, and that its dominant practice in many countries is still lifetime employment (Bach and Bordogna, 2016) instead of lifelong employability (Thijssen et al., 2008). As a consequence, many public organizations in Western countries have even more elderly workforces than seen in the private sector. Public sector employers therefore need to manage workers’ employability so that they can remain active and productive during all, including the later, stages of their careers. This is even reinforced by the raising of the retirement age in most Western countries. So, while there seems to be a clear need for an employable public sector workforce, up until now there is little empirical research into the employability of workers in this sector, and into which specific individual and organizational characteristics influence it. Our study, therefore, aims to contribute to existing research through our focus on public sector employees.

As far as the second contribution of this scholarly work is concerned, there are quite some differences in the way in which researchers conceptualize and measure the concept of workers’ employability. Forrier et al. (2015) grouped different employability approaches into three categories. First, one group of researchers understand employability as an individual’s range of abilities and attitudes (personal strengths) necessary to acquire a job. This is also referred to as movement capital (Forrier et al., 2009). Examples of employability variables in this category are employability competences (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006), up-to-date expertise (Van Harten et al., 2016), and a willingness to develop and change (Van Dam, 2004). Second, employability is sometimes regarded as the individual’s appraisal of available employment opportunities, in other words, their self-perceived job chances (Rothwell and Arnold, 2007; De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011). A third and less common perspective on employability addresses the realization of personal strengths and job chances, which is most noticeable when transitioning between jobs (Raemdonck et al., 2012). It is often assumed that these different notions of employability are interrelated (Forrier et al., 2015), but there is little scholarly work to confirm this. In our study, we include two of the three perspectives and look at whether an increase in workers’ employability competences (Perspective 1) is related to an increase in individuals’ perceptions of their employment opportunities (Perspective 2).

Knowing that employability has benefits, we posit that it is highly valuable to gain knowledge of its determinants, being the third contribution of our study. In previous scholarly work, a broad range of factors have been found to impact employability, and a review by Guilbert et al. (2016) categorized these into three groups of factors: (1) individual characteristics, (2) organizational characteristics, and (3) governmental and educational factors. In our empirical study, we focus on determinants on the individual and organizational level. In doing so, we adopt a multiple-stakeholder perspective on employability [see Fugate et al. (2021)] wherein the interaction between the individual and their employer form the basis for safeguarding both the workers’ career potential (i.e., their employability; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006) as a contemporary form of job security, and as a viable means for strategically managing talent and a sustainable source of competitive advantage (Fugate et al., 2021).

In terms of individual characteristics, we focus on personality and risk-taking behavior. From earlier scholarly work in this field, we know that personality determines individual behavior in the workplace (Penney et al., 2011) to a considerable extent, and it appears to be an important predictor of work and career success as well (e.g., Seibert and Kraimer, 2001; Wille et al., 2013). And although previous research indicated that personality differs between public and private sector employees (Sudha and Khan, 2013), empirical work into the relationship between personality and employability of public sector employees is scarce so far.

Regarding employees’ risk-taking behavior, individuals who show a high degree of risk-taking are attracted to alternatives and seek out risks (Weber and Bottom, 1989) which might positively influence their employability. At the same time, previous research indicated that risk-taking behavior differs between public and private sector employees (Buurman et al., 2012) and to our knowledge, up until now empirical work into the relationship between risk-taking behavior and employability of public sector employees is absent at all.

Next to the impact of individual characteristics in the light of employability, which has received relatively more attention in comparison to the impact of organizational characteristics, in this study we also incorporate the role of leadership style and red tape (regulatory pressure), which we posit to be two important determinants in the public sector. Regarding leadership style, one’s direct supervisor plays a crucial role when it comes to maintaining and further promoting the employability of workers within an organization (Van der Heijden, 2005; Van der Heijden et al., 2017). As regards the second organizational factor, that is red tape, to the best of our knowledge, no research has been done into the relationship between red tape and employability yet. This is unfortunate as especially in research focusing on public sector employees, it is important to pay attention to the possible consequences of the ubiquitous amount of red tape (Steijn and Knies, 2021).

This paper is structured as follows. In the next section (see section “2 Theoretical framework”), we discuss the literature on employability competences and perceived employability in relation to its individual and organizational determinants. Based on these insights, our research hypotheses are formulated. Thereafter, we elaborate on the research method in Section “3 Methodology.” Subsequently, we present the outcomes of our analysis in Section “4 Results,” followed by a discussion of the findings and conclusions in Section “5 Conclusion and Discussion.”



2 Theoretical framework


2.1 Self-perceived employability competences and self-perceived job chances

In the scholarly literature, different approaches to employability can be distinguished, namely (1) an individual’s range of abilities and attitudes (personal strengths) necessary to acquire a job (movement capital), (2) an individual’s appraisal of available employment opportunities (self-perceived job chances), and (3) the realization of personal strengths and job chances, which is most noticeable when transitioning between jobs (job transitions) (Forrier et al., 2015). The assumption is that these different notions of employability are interrelated (Forrier et al., 2015), but more empirical evidence is needed to safely conclude. Following the notion of individual agency in the sustainable career framework (Van der Heijden and De Vos, 2015), the micro-level of the individual has become the core of attention in scholarly work on employability [see Fugate et al. (2021) for an historical outline]. In this study, we therefore look at the interrelatedness of two approaches to employability, namely at an individual’s range of abilities and attitudes (personal strengths) that are necessary to acquire a job (movement capital) on the one hand, and employee’s self-perceived job chances on the other hand. Before we discuss this relationship, we will first more clearly outline both approaches.

First, regarding the personal strengths or movement capital approach to employability, the competence-based operationalization of employability alludes to a person’s perception about their own abilities, capacities and skills that promote career possibilities (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006), and which help them to maintain or enhance their functional, learning and career resources and skills (De Vos et al., 2011). This resource-based view clearly emphasizes personal agency as a mobilizer in achieving personal and career goals. In particular, Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) conceive competence-based employability as a positive resource for achieving beneficial career outcomes as well as for present and future performance.

Second, adopting a labor market perspective, employability can be regarded as the individual’s appraisal of available employment opportunities, in other words, their self-perceived job chances (Rothwell and Arnold, 2007; De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Advocates of the notion of self-perceived employability argue that it captures the interplay between individual and contextual factors since people take both their individual capabilities as well as enhancing and hindering factors in their surrounding context into account when assessing their employability (Forrier et al., 2009; De Cuyper et al., 2012). An individual’s appraisal of employment opportunities can be perceived with their current employer (i.e., self-perceived internal employability) or with another employer (i.e., self-perceived external employability). Forrier et al. (2015) posited that the internal versus the external labor market are important foci in employability research that should be meaningfully integrated in one and the same study, herewith inspiring future researchers in this domain.

Combining the two perspectives and the two foci explained above in our scholarly work, and building on Forrier et al. (2015), we argue that competence-based employability can be regarded as an antecedent of self-perceived employability, because it enhances the individual’s perception of job opportunities. More specifically, competence-based employability plays the role of (1) foundation of the added value that each person perceives they have in the labor market; (2) motivational forces that energize and direct the search for new alternatives; and (3) dynamizer of the actions and decisions to respond to changes [see also Bargsted et al. (2021)].

Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001) provides a particularly useful framework to study the relationships between these employability perspectives (Bargsted et al., 2021), as it states that people strive for obtaining and protecting their resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018), defined as anything perceived as useful to attain personal goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Therefore, the acquisition of personal employability competences, such as the ones conceptualized and operationalized by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006), that improve work opportunities and aspirations, are relevant personal resources that help to maintain one’s job and boost career improvements. These authors defined employability as “continuously fulfilling, acquiring or creating work through the optimal use of competences” (p. 453). Their domain-independent operationalization consists of five dimensions, namely, (a) occupational expertise (domain-specific knowledge and skills), combined with four generic competences: (b) personal flexibility, meaning that one has the capacity to adapt easily to all kinds of changes in the internal and external labor market that do not pertain to one’s immediate job domain; (c) anticipation and optimization, that is, preparing for and adapting to future changes in a personal and creative manner and striving for the best possible results; (d) corporate sense, or one’s participation and performance in different work groups, such as organizations, teams, occupational communities and other networks; and (e) balance, which means compromising between opposing employers’ interests as well as one’s own (employee) opposing work, career, and private interests (ibid.).

Given the increasing need for a more flexible workforce in the public sector (Colley, 2001), in this empirical work, we focus on occupational expertise, being a domain-related competence, and on two flexibility-related dimensions, namely, personal flexibility and anticipation and optimization, being more generic employability dimensions (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). Personal flexibility is reactive and adaptive in nature, while the dimension of anticipation and optimization is a proactive and creative form of flexibility. Although the public sector, in comparison with the private one, is still characterized by a relatively higher job security and probability of long-term careers with one and the same employer (Clarke, 2017), its nature and structure are changing, and available resources (among others budgets) are decreasing (Van den Elsen et al., 2022). Altogether, this implies that public sector workers’ employability competences, in particular their knowledge and skills’ level and their capacities to adjust to all kinds of challenges at the workplace and in the broader labor market, are more and more relevant.

Using COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001) as our underlying framework, we propose that people who are in the possession of more employability competences, being a key personal resource at nowadays’ labor market, will perceive higher chances for obtaining, maintaining and/or improving their work positions and careers. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:







	

	
H1: The self-perceived employability competences of public sector employees are positively related to their internal (H1a) and external (H1b) employability.








2.2 Employability determinants

Thijssen et al. (2008) stated that personal and contextual determinants are important factors influencing workers’ employability. In this study, we focus on two individual-level, personal determinants (i.e., personality and risk-taking behavior) and two organizational-level, contextual determinants (i.e., leadership style and red tape).


2.2.1 Individual-level determinants

Focusing on individual-level factors that may foster one’s employability can help to explain why some employees are more employable than others (Fugate et al., 2021). An example of how personal attributes may contribute to the attainment of competences can be found in the work by Dweck and Leggett (1988). In their social-cognitive approach to motivation and personality, they describe the role played by the mind-set of people in their process of orientation toward certain goals (learning orientation vs. performance orientation) leading to adaptive or maladaptive behavioral patterns. In this section, we first discuss personality and then risk-taking behavior, being the two hypothesized personal determinants of employability that are taken into account in our study.

Personality theory proposes that the dynamic organization of mental structures and coordinated mental processes determines individuals’ emotional and behavioral adjustments to their environments (Allport, 1937, 1961; James and Mazerolle, 2001). Further, this theory states that there are recurring regularities or trends in psychological features – attitudes, emotions, and ways of perceiving and thinking – that exist inside a person that explain the recurring tendencies in an individual’s behavior (Hogan, 1991). As such, a central assumption is that personality determines individual behavior in the workplace to a considerable extent (Penney et al., 2011). In empirical research, personality has been found to be an important predictor of work and career success (e.g., Seibert and Kraimer, 2001; Wille et al., 2013). Wille et al. (2013) conducted a 15-year longitudinal study on perceived employability (referring to perceived job chances) and found that the Big Five traits (i.e., neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness) had substantial effects, even after controlling for a number of demographic and career-related characteristics, on perceived job chances. In a similar vein, Semeijn et al. (2020) studied the relationship between these personality traits and career success, and found significant associations between four of the five (agreeableness appeared not to be significant) personality traits and subjective career success outcomes. Following this line of reasoning and these empirical results, we assume personality to be related to public sector employees’ employability. Therefore, our second hypothesis is:







	

	
H2: Personality is related to both the employability competences (H2a) as well as to the internal (H2b) and external (H2c) employability of public sector employees.






In addition to personality, in this study we pay attention to employees’ risk-taking behavior as a second individual-level determinant. Individuals who show a high degree of risk-taking are attracted to alternatives and seek out risks (Weber and Bottom, 1989). Individual risk-taking has a substantial impact on people’s decision-making processes and, consequently, on their career behavior (Yi and Wang, 2015). For instance, Plomp et al. (2019), in their study on job crafting and employability, found that in an environment of psychological safety people are more likely to be engaged in job crafting, and as a result enhance their employability. As psychological safety refers to employee perceptions regarding the consequences of interpersonal risk-taking (Edmondson, 1999; Baer and Frese, 2003), we posit that, just like the line of reasoning that Plomp et al. (2019) used to frame their scholarly work, individuals that portray more risk-taking behavior are more likely to engage in voice behaviors, initiative taking, and proactive behaviors (ibid.), all being important elements of job crafting.

Previous research indicated that risk-taking behavior differs between public and private sector employees with public sector employees being more risk averse than private sector employees (Buurman et al., 2012). However, to the best of our knowledge, up until now, empirical work into the relationship between risk-taking behavior and employability of public sector employees is absent at all. Building upon Plomp et al. (2019), we argue that in case people engage more in activities that are aimed at modifying their job tasks and/or relationships to create a better fit with their personal needs, goals and preferences (i.e., job crafting) (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001; Tims and Bakker, 2010), they will develop more positive perceptions of their competencies and their ability to move between organizations (Chakraborty et al., 2017).

This leads to the third hypothesis:







	

	
H3: Risk-taking behavior is positively related to both the employability competences (H3a) of public sector employees as well as to the internal (H3b) and external (H3c) employability of public sector workers.








2.2.2 Organizational-level determinants

The second group of determinants in our study refers to organizational characteristics influencing employability. It is often argued that organizations have the responsibility to offer employees the support and facilities necessary to enhance their employability (Forrier and Sels, 2003; Thijssen et al., 2008). Although it is recognized that employers are often hesitant to support their employees in enhancing their employability, because of their fear of losing them to a competing organization (i.e., the employability or management paradox), various studies indicate that in case of resource investment by the employer a social exchange mechanism comes into play resulting in employees having a stronger intention to remain with their current employer (e.g., Nauta et al., 2009; De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011). Moreover, when employees perceive ample opportunities for internal employability or developmental opportunities to enlarge their existing competences within their organization, they also score higher on their level of self-perceived employability (De Vos et al., 2011).

Especially the direct supervisor plays a crucial role when it comes to maintaining and further promoting the employability of employees in an organization (Van der Heijden, 2005). Traditionally, HRM implementation was primarily the responsibility of HR professionals although, to some extent, line managers have always had some responsibility for HRM because they are held accountable for the work of their subordinates (McConville and Holden, 1999). However, the balance between line managers and HR specialists with respect to HRM implementation seems to have changed. There is clear evidence that, besides their traditional supervisory duties, line managers are increasingly expected to execute HRM activities as well, with many traditional personnel practices having been devolved to line managers (Purcell and Hutchinson, 2007). This seems particularly the case for employee development practices (Renwick and MacNeil, 2002). It is widely asserted that for career enhancement to be effective in organizations, line managers need to support the development of their staff and to have the necessary skills to coach and counsel them appropriately (Yarnall, 1998). In this respect, line managers influence their subordinates’ employability via supportive and inspirational behaviors, particularly those associated with transformational leadership (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014; Xie et al., 2019).

Previous research showed differences between public sector and private sector employees in terms of their perceptions of transformational leadership, with public sector employees perceiving less individualized support (Top et al., 2015). However, scholarly work into the relationship between transformational leadership and employability is still scarce (Van den Elsen et al., 2022). Moreover, a growing body of research suggests that public managers operate within contexts that require rather distinctive skills and knowledge (Tummers and Knies, 2016) which emphasizes the importance of studying the influence of leadership within the public sector context. Previous private sector research has shown that transformational leaders influence employees’ attitudes and behaviors through individualized support and intellectual stimulation, which have been found to enhance their employability (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011; Böttcher et al., 2018). Building on this theoretical outline, the following hypothesis was formulated:







	

	
H4: A transformational leadership style is positively related to both the employability competences (H4a) as well as to the internal (H4b) and external (H4c) employability of public sector employees.






The second organizational factor that we consider in this study concerns red tape. Red tape has been viewed as a key concept in public administration for decades, and one that can significantly impact the HRM process (Blom et al., 2021). A central facet of red tape is the presence or perception of rules that entail a compliance burden and that have no legitimate goal (Bozeman, 1993), which separates it from concepts such as formalization and green tape (Pandey and Scott, 2002; DeHart-Davis, 2009). To the best of our knowledge, so far no research has been conducted into the relationship between red tape and employability. Theoretically, red tape is argued to (a) constrain organizational practices, (b) alienate employees from their organization and, ultimately, (c) lower performance (Blom et al., 2021). Employees’ experiences of red tape, which is more prevalent in public than in private sector organizations, could hinder performance effects or further stimulate the turnover of employable individuals who perceive better job chances elsewhere (Quratulain and Khan, 2015; Shim et al., 2017). We hypothesize that the negative effects of red tape on employee satisfaction, and its positive influence on departure propensity and stress (Quratulain and Khan, 2015; Giauque et al., 2019), may also negatively affect workers’ employability. This leads to the fifth hypothesis:







	

	
H5: Red tape is negatively related to both the employability competences (H5a) and to the internal (H5b) and external (H5c) employability of public sector employees.






Our research model (Figure 1) shows the incorporated individual and organizational characteristics as determinants of employability competences, which in turn are considered to influence internal and external employability.


[image: image]

FIGURE 1
Research model.






3 Methodology


3.1 Sample and procedure

Data were collected within the Dutch public sector by the Central Bureau of Statistics on the behest of the Dutch Ministry of Interior and Kingdom Relations. In total, almost 95,000 employees (including 7,500 private sector workers) received an invitation letter to participate in the so-called Work Survey. In this letter, the respondents were guaranteed complete confidentiality and anonymity, and it was explained that the data were managed in accordance with the Dutch Personal Data Protection Act. In addition, this research was approved by the faculty’s ethics committee. The sampled respondents could complete the questionnaire online, and they received two reminders as encouragement. Responses were submitted between March 12th and June 2nd 2019. A total of 39,640 respondents replied, comprising a response rate of 41.7%. For our study, we only included the respondents without a supervisory position (N = 33,768) and from public administration sectors [central government (39%), regional government (13%), local government (31%), water boards (13%), and judicial authority (4%)] (N = 13,471). Employees from educational and health care subsectors were excluded.

In total 56.8% of the respondents were male. The respondents were asked to indicate their age group (0–24; 25–29; 30–34; 35–39; 40–44; 45–49; 50–54; 55–59; 60–64; ≥65), with the average corresponding to age group 6 (between 45 and 49 years old). Furthermore, respondents were asked about their highest completed education level (ranging from 1 = practical secondary school to 8 = bachelors/master’s degree from university or Ph.D.). The predominant educational levels were in group 7 and 8 which together covered 63.6% of the answers. The gender and age distributions in the participating sample are close to that of the total amount of public sector employees in the sectors included in our study, according to the Ministry’s employee information base.1 Although there are no official figures for the educational level distribution of these combined sectors, the available values for individual subsectors do not suggest that our sample is unrepresentative.



3.2 Measurement

First, we conducted an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) on all latent constructs using the full data base with 39,640 respondents. The criteria used for item selection were: (1) only items with a factor loading of 0.4 or higher were included, (2) minimum of 3 items per construct unless the Cronbach’s alpha outcomes did not allow this, (3) one-dimensionality; and (4) Cronbach’s alpha of 0.7 or higher (Field, 2000). This exploratory factor analysis clearly indicated that the expected factor structure was found with our data. Based on the criteria, we only had to remove one of the items for the external employability measure.

We then conducted a Confirmatory Factor Analysis on the public administration data file selection (13,471 respondents). All factor loadings were significant and above 0.4. The model fit scores showed a good fit (NFI 0.93, CFI 0.94, and RMSEA 0.034). To further assess the convergent and discriminant validity of our constructs, we calculated the average variance extracted (AVE) for each of them. The AVE scores were above 0.50 for almost all variables (Fornell and Larcker, 1981), herewith showing satisfactory convergent validity. Exceptions were found for internal employability (0.45) and for occupational expertise (0.49). However, these scores appeared to be only slightly below the threshold, and all other scores did not give cause for any concern. To assess the discriminant validity of our concepts, we assessed the squared correlation coefficients between all constructs. For none of the constructs, this coefficient was higher than the AVE scores which demonstrates discriminant validity.

Employability was measured using the items developed by Rothwell and Arnold (2007). This scale split into internal (Cronbach’s alpha 0.76) and external employability (Cronbach’s alpha 0.83 – 1 item removed). An example item for internal employability is “I have good prospects in this organization because my employer values my personal contribution” and an example item for external employability is “I could get any job, anywhere, so long as my skills and experience were reasonably relevant.” The participants were asked to respond to the ten item statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = fully disagree, 5 = fully agree).

The employability competences were measured using some of the items developed by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006). Respondents were asked about their perceived employability competences as previous research has shown that people act upon their own perceptions (Van Emmerik et al., 2012). Three dimensions of their employability competences were measured: occupational expertise (three items), personal flexibility (three items), and anticipation and optimization (four items). A sample item for occupational expertise is “In my work difficult tasks are given to me” (α = 0.72), for personal flexibility is “I am able to respond quickly to changes in my work environment” (α = 0.86), and for anticipation and optimization is “I plan further steps in my career” (α = 0.81). The participants were asked to respond to the ten item statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = fully disagree, 5 = fully agree).

Personality was measured using the Big Five short-form 10-item measure by Rammstedt and John (2007) with 2 items for each of the five personality dimensions: neuroticism, extraversion openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. A sample item for neuroticism is “I am someone who gets nervous easily,” for extraversion is “I am someone who is outgoing, sociable,” for openness is “I am someone who has an active imagination,” for agreeableness is “I am someone who is generally trusting,” and for conscientiousness is “I am someone who does a thorough job.” The participants were asked to respond to the ten item statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = fully disagree, 5 = fully agree).

Risk-taking behavior was measured using three single items. (1) “Would you dare to take a controversial position openly in a group?”, (2) “For your dream job, would you give up a permanent contract for a temporary one?”, and (3) “Have you ever quit your job before you got a new one?”. The participants were asked to respond 1 = no or 2 = yes to all three items.

Transformational leadership was measured using some items developed by Podsakoff et al. (1990). The respondents responded to six statements using a five-point Likert scale (1 = fully disagree, 5 = fully agree). A sample item is “My direct supervisor inspires us with his/her plans for the future.” Again, the Cronbach’s alpha was good (α = 0.86).

Red tape was measured using three items which has been used in previous research by Vermeeren and van Geest (2012) and Borst (2018) and were measured using a five-point Likert scale (1 = fully disagree, 5 = fully agree). The items were: (1) “It takes me a lot of time to comply with all the rules and obligations in my job,” (2) “Rules and regulations in my organization are more important than my experience,” and (3) “Rules and procedures in my organization make it difficult for me to do my job.” The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81.

Finally, five individual-level control variables were included in our analyses: gender, age group, highest completed education, contract hours per week, and contract type. We dummy-coded gender (0 = male, 1 = female). Age was categorized in ten age groups: 0–24; 25–29; 30–34; 35–39; 40–44; 45–49; 50–54; 55–59; 60–64; ≥65. Education was measured on an eight-level scale (1 = practical secondary school to 8 = bachelors/master’s degree from university or Ph.D.). Contract hours was a continuous scale. Contract type was dummy-coded as 0 = permanent contract and 1 = temporary contract.



3.3 Analyses

First, the Exploratory Factor Analysis was conducted in IBM SPSS version 28. Second, the Confirmatory Factor Analysis was conducted using IBM AMOS version 28. Subsequently, we carried out structural equation modeling using IBM AMOS version 28 to test our research hypotheses.

This study was prone to suffer from common-source bias (CSB) because it fully relied on self-reported perceptual data (Podsakoff et al., 2012; Favero and Bullock, 2015). Despite such concerns, we used these data because employee perceptions and experiences are our key interest (George and Pandey, 2017). However, to properly address the possibility of CSB we conducted a Harman-1 factor analysis which showed no indication of inflated correlations in our data. The sums of squared% of variance was about 15%, which is well below the threshold of 50%.




4 Results

Table 1 shows the means (M), standard deviations (SD) and correlations between all model variables. The results show that public sector employees consider themselves to be reasonably internally employable (M = 3.26 on a five-point scale). However, they consider themselves more externally employable (M = 3.42 on a five-point scale) than internally employable. Regarding the employability competences, the results show that public sector employees feel that they have a reasonable amount of occupational expertise (M = 3.90 on a five-point scale) and personal flexibility (M = 3.90 on a five-point scale). The degree to which employees believe to be able to anticipate and optimize is on average a bit lower (M = 3.14 on a five-point scale) compared to the scores for occupational expertise and personal flexibility.


TABLE 1    Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and correlations.
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Of the big five personality traits, conscientiousness has the highest average score (M = 4.04 on a five-point scale) in comparison with the other four personality traits (2.17 for neuroticism, 3.36 for extraversion, 3.51 for openness, and 4.03 for agreeableness). Regarding risk-taking behavior, employees score relatively high on daring to take a controversial position openly in a group (M = 1.86 on a two-point scale). About half of the respondents indicated that they are willing to give up a permanent contract in exchange for a temporary contract for a dream job (M = 1.49 on a two-point scale). A small proportion of respondents indicated that in the past there was a situation wherein they already had quit their job before finding a new one (M = 1.21 on a two-point scale). Finally, on average, employees experience transformational leadership (M = 3.37 on a five-point scale) and red tape (M = 3.03 on a five-point scale) to a reasonable extent.

To test our research hypotheses, we conducted structural equation modeling. The outcomes of this structural model indicated an appropriate fit: NFI = 0.90, CFI = 0.91, and RMSEA = 0.037. In Figure 2, the overall results are presented. Only the statistically significant relationships are presented (with a significance level of 0.05). The numerical scores on all lines indicate standardized regression coefficients (β), and the scores in brackets are the explained variances. The control variables (gender, age group, highest completed education, contract hours per week, and contract type) are part of this tested model, but are for reasons of parsimoniousness not presented in the figure. These results can be found in Table 2.
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FIGURE 2
Structural equation model. **p < 0.01.



TABLE 2    Standardized regression weights.
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First, we discuss the results of the control variables in Table 2. Gender (1 = female) appears to have a negative relationship with occupational expertise and with both internal and external employability, and a positive relationship with anticipation and optimization. Furthermore, the outcomes of our analyses show a negative relationship between age on the one hand, and all three of the incorporated employability competences, and both internal and external employability on the other hand. Educational level appears to be positively related to occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, and external employability. Contract hours are positively related to all three included employability competences. Finally, contract type (1 = temporary) is negatively related to occupational expertise, and positively related to anticipation and optimization, and to both internal and external employability.

Hypothesis 1 stated that the self-perceived employability competences of public sector employees are positively related to their internal (H1a) and external (H1b) employability. The results in Figure 2 show that all three employability competences are indeed positively related to both internal employability (occupational expertise β = 0.209, p < 0.001; personal flexibility β = 0.108, p < 0.001; anticipation and optimization β = 0.132, p < 0.001) and external employability (occupational expertise β = 0.276, p < 0.001; personal flexibility β = 0.091, p < 0.001; anticipation and optimization β = 0.228, p < 0.001) thereby fully supporting Hypothesis 1a and 1b.

Regarding the second hypothesis, that personality is related to both the employability competences (H2a) as well as to the internal (H2b) and external (H2c) employability of public sector employees, the results in Figure 2 show a statistically significant relationship between one or more of the personality dimensions and all three employability competences, thereby providing ample support for Hypothesis 2a. More specifically, neuroticism is negatively related to occupational expertise (β = −0.253, p < 0.001) and to personal flexibility (β = −0.281, p < 0.001). Extraversion is only positively related to personal flexibility (β = 0.115, p < 0.001). Openness is only positively related to anticipation and optimization (β = 0.124, p < 0.001). Agreeableness is positively related to occupational expertise (β = 0.045, p < 0.001) and to personal flexibility (β = 0.123, p < 0.001). Finally, conscientiousness is positively related to occupational expertise (β = 0.135, p < 0.001) and anticipation and optimization (β = 0.068, p < 0.001).

As regards Hypothesis 2b, the results show a significant relationship between three of the five dimensions of personality and internal employability, thereby confirming our expectation. In particular, neuroticism (β = 0.036, p < 0.01) and extraversion (β = 0.072, p < 0.001) are positively related with internal employability, while conscientiousness (β = −0.047, p < 0.001) is negatively related with internal employability.

Finally, Hypothesis 2c, which assumes a positive relationship between personality and external employability is partly confirmed as well. In particular, the results of our analyses indicate that extraversion has a positive relationship with external employability (β = 0.046, p < 0.001).

Our third hypothesis was that risk-taking behavior is positively related to both the employability competences (H3a) as well as to the internal (H3b) and external (H3c) employability of public sector workers. The results in Figure 2 show that the higher the willingness to take risks, the higher the scores on the employability competences, thereby supporting Hypothesis 3a. Employees who dare to take a controversial position openly in a group score higher on all three employability competences (occupational expertise β = 0.136, p < 0.001; personal flexibility β = 0.086, p < 0.001; anticipation and optimization β = 0.058, p < 0.001). Furthermore, employees who are willing to give up a permanent contract in exchange for a temporary contract for a dream job score higher on personal flexibility (β = 0.082, p < 0.001) and on anticipation and optimization (β = 0.150, p < 0.001). Finally, employees who indicated that they had already quit a job before finding a new one scored higher on all three employability competences (occupational expertise β = 0.054, p < 0.001; personal flexibility β = 0.051, p < 0.001; anticipation and optimization β = 0.054, p < 0.001). Altogether, with these outcomes Hypothesis 3a is strongly supported.

The results of our analyses do not show any support for Hypothesis 3b, which stated a positive relationship between risk-taking behavior and internal employability. On the contrary, our results indicated that employees who reported that they had already quit a job before finding a new one scored lower on internal employability (β = −0.048, p < 0.001).

Hypothesis 3c about the positive relationship between risk-taking behavior and external employability is partly supported with these data. Those who would be willing to give up a permanent contract for a temporary contract score higher on external employability (β = 0.095, p < 0.001).

Hypothesis 4 stated that a transformational leadership style is positively related to both the employability competences (H4a) as well as to the internal (H4b) and external (H4c) employability of public sector employees. The results presented in Figure 2 show that Hypothesis 4a is largely confirmed with these data. More specifically, there is a positive relationship between transformational leadership, on the one hand, and both occupational expertise (β = 0.064, p < 0.001) and personal flexibility (β = 0.095, p < 0.001), on the other hand. Remarkably, there is no significant relationship between transformational leadership and anticipation and optimization.

Hypotheses 4b and 4c are fully confirmed in this study. There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership, on the one hand, and both internal (β = 0.434, p < 0.001) and external employability (β = 0.080, p < 0.001), on the other hand. In particular, when a manager displays more transformational leadership, employees experience higher internal and external employability.

Finally, we expected red tape to be negatively related to both the employability competences (H5a) and to the internal (H5b) and external (H5c) employability of public sector employees. The results are presented in Figure 2. With regard to Hypothesis 5a, it is striking that there is a positive relationship of red tape with occupation expertise (β = 0.060, p < 0.001), and with anticipation and optimization (β = 0.071, p < 0.001), while there appears to be a negative relationship with personal flexibility (β = −0.080, p < 0.001). Therefore, there is just weak support for Hypothesis 5a with our data.

Furthermore, in line with Hypothesis 5b, red tape appears to have a negative relationship with employees’ internal employability (β = −0.171, p < 0.001). In other words, if people experience more red tape, they consider themselves less employable within their own organization. In a similar vein, red tape also appears to have a negative relationship with external employability (β = −0.045, p < 0.001), herewith confirming Hypothesis 5c as well.



5 Conclusion and discussion

In view of the increased aging of the population and the related labor shortages, which can be observed to a great extent in the public sector, and the speed at which changes (e.g., globalization, technological progress and innovation, and demographic trends) (Fugate et al., 2021) are taking place, paying attention to the employability of public sector workers is crucial. After all, public service delivery strongly depends on the employability of public sector employees.

Therefore, this scholarly work was aimed to examine both employability competencies and perceived internal and external employability, and their individual- and organizational-level determinants in the public sector context. Given the lack of empirical research on employability in public organizations, the first contribution of our work is that with our approach we partly close an important gap in the public sector literature. This is more and more important given the increasing and changing public service demands and skills’ needs, and the graying of the public sector population. The latter urges management to protect and ideally further enhance their employability, also in their later career stages.

As regards the second contribution of our work, building on Forrier et al. (2015) who called for more research integrating different notions of employability, both employability competences (i.e., employability operationalized as movement capital; Perspective 1) and perceptions of one’s internal and external employability opportunities (i.e., employability operationalized as self-perceived job chances; Perspective 2) have been incorporated in one and the same study. Last but not least, in line with the notion of sustainable careers (De Vos et al., 2020) which posits that both the individual career holder and their surrounding context, in particular their employer, are key stakeholders who need to safeguard workers’ employability, both individual-level and organizational-level determinants are taken into account. Adopting such a systemic or multiple-stakeholder perspective (Colakoglu et al., 2006) is an important third contribution of our study. After all, the challenges surrounding sound employability management encompass a dual responsibility, and it is required that over and above individual career management, other parties, such as one’s employer are actively involved [see also Van der Heijden (2005)].

The outcomes of our study show that public administration employees are reasonably internally and externally employable so there is certainly room for improvement. This result supports our approach to gain more insight into the factors that can influence employability. In particular, our results indicate that the three employability competences (occupational expertise, personal flexibility, and anticipation and optimization) are all related with the internal and external employability of employees in public administration. Herewith, this study is one of the first providing empirical evidence for the interrelatedness between different notions of employability, i.e., movement capital on the one hand and self-perceived job chances on the other hand. In other words, people who are in the possession of more employability competences, being a key personal resource at nowadays’ labor market, indeed perceive higher chances for obtaining, maintaining and/or improving their work positions and careers.

Furthermore, this empirical study shows that both individual and organizational characteristics influence the employability of public sector employees. This finding underlines the dual responsibility of the employee and the employer (Philippaers et al., 2019) (in this case, the immediate supervisor as well as the employer) with regard to monitoring and further promoting employability competences through this workers’ perceptions about employment opportunities (both within and outside the organization). The individual characteristics (personality and risk-taking behavior) are mainly related to the employability competences, whereas the organizational characteristics (transformational leadership and red tape) appear to play a major role in the internal and external employability of public sector workers.

A notable result is the negative relationship between risk-taking behavior and internal employability. Our results indicated that employees who reported that they had already quit a job before finding a new one scored lower on internal employability. This is counter-intuitive in our opinion, as one would expect that people are not inclined ‘to give up what they have,’ especially not in case they lack trust in their knowledge and skills that are needed in nowadays’ labor market. At the same time, our assumption was confirmed in case one’s external employability was the outcome measure. In addition, this study shows quite large differences in the degree of risk-taking behavior, depending on the aspect one looks at, and the results show that the relationships of the three risk-taking items with employability competences and internal and external employability are also different. So, it seems to matter which aspect of risk-taking behavior you look at in relation to employability of public sector employees. Altogether these results call for more research, but above all it endorses the importance of distinguishing between internal and external employability in one and the same study, as also posited by Forrier et al. (2015).

Of the organizational characteristics, a transformational leadership style has a positive relationship with two of the three employability competences and with internal and external employability which emphasizes the important role of the supervisor (Van der Heijden, 2005) when we consider workers’ employability in the public sector context. Remarkably, there is no significant relationship between transformational leadership and anticipation and optimization. This might indicate that managers are mainly occupied with stimulating the employability competences of employees in the current situation, and are less focused on influencing the competence of employees to prepare for and adapt to future changes, i.e., being proactive. This outcome is fully in line with previous research by Van der Heijden and associates and referred to by the concept of instrumental leadership (Van der Heijden, 2005), being leadership that is focused on the here-and-now and less future-oriented, instead of appropriate people management that also pays core attention to employees’ career sustainability over time (De Vos et al., 2020) [see also Boerlijst et al. (1993)].

In line with our assumptions, red tape is negatively related to both internal and external employability. One striking result is that red tape shows a positive relationship with two of the three employability competences, namely with occupational expertise and with anticipation and optimization of employees. More research is needed to clarify this outcome. It could be that the specific content of the regulatory burden plays an important role. Based on our research, it seems that some rules can indeed lead to an increase in employees’ competences, i.e., can have positive effects. Since, to the best of our knowledge, this is the very first study to examine the influence of red tape on employability, we recommend that follow-up research distinguishes between different types of rules, for instance, rules that are experienced as a major stressor/obstacle versus challenging rules or in other words by making a distinction between red tape (ineffective rules) and green tape (effective rules) and the way in which these rules are implemented within the organization (DeHart-Davis, 2009).


5.1 Limitations and future research

First of all, our research design is cross-sectional, which means that we are unable to establish evidence of a causal relationship between the variables under study. Longitudinal data is needed to better understand the causal and long-term effects of individual and organizational characteristics on employability competences and on internal and external employability. Research using multi-wave designs can help us to obtain more specific information about the stability and change of the variables, and about cross-lagged (i.e., over time) relationships (Spurk and Abele, 2014). A developmental approach to employability and consideration of the diversity of intra-individual change trajectories over time (Martin and Hofer, 2004; De Jonge and Dormann, 2006) might also be a very appealing approach for future research. Furthermore, both experimental and qualitative studies have the potential to advance our insight in the phenomenon of employability, and its inherent dynamism.

Second, as already stated in the “3 Methodology” section, there might be a common-source bias, which may have inflated correlations among the variables in our research. To properly address the possibility of CSB we conducted a Harman-1 factor analysis which showed no indication of inflated correlations in our data. Moreover, we used these data because employee perceptions and experiences are our key interest (George and Pandey, 2017).



5.2 Practical implications

Based on the results of this study, it is recommended for the management of public sector organizations to pay careful attention to monitoring and, where possible, further promoting the employability of all workers throughout their career. In order to prevent for a loss of employability competences as people grow older, their direct supervisors should effortfully invest in opportunities for maintaining the employability competences of their employees by adopting tailored strategies that preferably take into account a broader conceptualization of age [see Sterns and Doverspike (1989) who differentiated between chronological, organizational, functional, psychosocial, and life-span development age for more details]. After all, the development and further enhancement of employability competencies across the life-span requires that both the individual worker and their employer take into account that aging at work is a multi-dimensional process indicating changes in psychological, physical, social as well as societal functioning across time (De Lange et al., 2006; Kooij et al., 2008). Obviously, this process of aging at work has a profound impact on workers’ employability (De Lange et al., 2021).

In addition, the differences between men and women, differences between employees with different educational backgrounds and differences in the number of contract hours and contract type should also be taken into account. In doing so, individual customization can be carried out whereby HRM activities should be aimed at increasing those specific employability competences that require attention. We advocate a non-normative approach to this and to link up with the preferences, abilities possibilities and limitations of the employee, being the owner of his/her career as a person (Van der Heijden, 2005).

If one wants to influence the internal employability of employees, it is especially important to pay attention to the role of the supervisor. The more constructive (transformational) leadership employees experience, the more likely they are to consider themselves to be more internally employable. At the same time, it is important to reduce the amount of red tape in order to increase positive perceptions regarding one’s internal employability. Personality and risk-taking are more difficult to influence, although, as this study shows, they do have an influence on employability competences and on internal and external employability.

If external employability is to be influenced, it is particularly important to invest in occupational expertise and in the anticipation and optimization of employees. These competencies are partly dependent on the personality and risk-taking behavior of the employee and partly on the experienced (degree of transformational) leadership style and red tape.
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Introduction: In the scientific literature, although conceptual models and empirical evidence have shown that leadership attributes are intimately linked to the well-being of followers, there is a lack of studies focusing on leadership in the service economy. According to the Service Leadership Theory, service leadership is a process that satisfies the needs of self, others, and systems (teams, organizations, communities, and societies) in ethical ways that is characterized by leadership competence, character, and care. With specific reference to self-leadership emphasized in service leadership, higher levels of service leadership attributes should promote personal well-being. However, the relationships between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” in leaders at the intrapersonal level in leadership education among Chinese university students are rarely examined.

Methods: In this study, we collected data from 198 students to understand the linkages between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” in university students taking a course on service leadership. For tracking changes in students, we collected both pretest and posttest data on validated measures of “service leadership attributes” (i.e., “knowledge,” “attitude,” and “behavior”) and “well-being” (i.e., “positive youth development attributes” and “life satisfaction”).

Results: Results showed that the posttest scores on all three domains of “service leadership attributes” as well as two dimensions of “well-being” encompassing life satisfaction and positive youth development attributes were higher than the respective pretest scores, suggesting that students experienced a shift in a positive direction after taking the course. Cross-lagged analyses showed that pretest service leadership attitude and behavior predicted posttest positive youth development attributes; pretest service leadership behavior predicted posttest life satisfaction. Pretest life satisfaction also predicted posttest service leadership behavior.

Discussion: Findings suggest that there is an intimate relationship between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” in the “pre-work” context among university students.

KEYWORDS
 life satisfaction, service leadership, positive youth development, pretest-posttest, leadership attitude, course evaluation


1. Introduction

Leaders undeniably perform a crucial role within an organization. In addition to setting organizational goals and strategies, leaders also consciously shape the development of their followers through supervision, coaching, training, and role modeling. Besides, leaders influence followers through their leadership attributes. For example, leaders focusing on achievements with authoritarian control alone would create much stress for the followers. On the other hand, leaders focusing on achievement with care about the followers would create support, cohesion, and positive energies among the followers. Hence, it is important to understand the relationship between leadership attributes and mental well-being in the field of leadership.


1.1. Leadership style, self-leadership, and well-being

In the scientific leadership literature, studies have shown the association between the attributes of leaders and the development of followers and coworkers. Montano et al. (2017) conducted a meta-analysis to understand the linkages between leadership attributes (transformational, relationship-oriented, task-oriented, destructive, and leader-member exchange styles) and job performance as well as mental health of the followers (indexed by emotional problems, burnout, stress, wellness, mental functioning, and health problems). They found that while there were positive relationships between some leadership attributes (e.g., transformational and relations-oriented leadership) and mental health, a negative correlation was detected between destructive leadership attributes and mental health. They also found that mental health acted as a significant mediator in the association between leadership attributes and the job performance of subordinates. After reviewing studies and theories in the leadership field, Inceoglu et al. (2018) summarized that different leadership attributes (change-oriented, task-oriented, relational-oriented, passive leadership, and others) influenced different aspects of the well-being of followers, including hedonic, eudaimonic, negative, and physical indicators. They also identified several mediators in this relationship, including social-cognitive, affective components, motivating features, identification elements, and relational factors. They remarked that “as a starting point for future research, leadership researchers will need to take employee well-being more seriously as a criterion in and of itself—as an end goal rather than merely as a means to higher performance” (Inceoglu et al., 2018, p. 189).

Additionally, leadership qualities not only correlate with the well-being of subordinates, but also shape leaders’ own well-being. This association demonstrates the importance of self-leadership in promoting personal development. Manz (1986) defined self-leadership as “a comprehensive self-influence perspective that concerns leading oneself toward performance of naturally motivating tasks as well as managing oneself to do work that must be done but is not naturally motivating” (p. 589). There are two key categories of strategies underlying self-leadership, including “behavior-focused strategies” (e.g., “goal setting,” “rehearsal,” “self-reward,” and “self-punishment”) and “cognitive-focused strategies” such as natural rewards (Manz and Sims, 1991, p. 24). Krampitz et al. (2021) argued that “effective leadership starts with effective self-leadership” (p. 22). In a meta-analysis involving 11 studies, Krampitz et al. (2021) showed that leadership interventions were effective in developing self-leadership skills. As concluded by Dolbier et al. (2001), “self-leadership can be learned and applied, coupled with the findings relating self-leadership to positive psychological, health, and work outcomes, the practical application of self-leadership is a worthwhile avenue to pursue” (p. 483). Obviously, service leadership education is a good way to promote self-leadership in leaders, which would eventually promote psychological well-being.

In the fields of management and business, there is support for the positive effects of self-leadership on individual and team performance, organizational sustainability, and national culture (Goldsby et al., 2021) as well as well-being and mental health (Uzman and Maya, 2019; Krampitz et al., 2021). Research shows that self-leadership has positive impacts on the lives of individuals. Focusing on adolescents, Uzman and Maya (2019) revealed a positive relationship between self-leadership strategies and well-being indexed by life satisfaction and self-esteem in university students. Similarly, Dolbier et al. (2001) demonstrated that self-leadership positively correlated with college students’ hardiness, dispositional optimism, and health conditions but was negatively related to interpersonal mistrust, illness symptoms, and perceived stress.

The beneficial connection between self-leadership and well-being was also reported in studies involving adults. Dolbier et al. (2001) reported that self-leadership correlated positively with working relationships, job satisfaction, and perceived wellness. In another study in Finland, Sjöblom et al. (2022) showed that self-leadership strategies were negatively associated with burnout but positively associated with perceived meaningfulness of work. In addition, studies also documented the availability of self-leadership as the protective factor for psychological health: Şahin and Gülşen (2022) reported that self-leadership mediated the influence of basic psychological needs satisfaction and occupational adaptability. Based on a sample of German employees, Seubert et al. (2017) showed that “cognition-based strategies” significantly buffered the impact of overload at work on exhaustion tendencies. However, Roberts and Foti (1998) examined the moderating role of self-leadership between job structure and job satisfaction in 76 employees and surprisingly found that “high self-leaders who worked in highly structured work environments reported the least amount of satisfaction with their jobs” (p. 263).



1.2. Understanding the linkage between service leadership and well-being via the self-leadership perspective

Notably, from the review above, we can tentatively conclude that although there are intimate relationships between leadership style and the well-being of the followers, as well as the benefits of self-leadership on leaders’ well-being, there are several gaps in the literature. First, although there are theoretical and empirical works on the linkages among diverse leadership attributes and follower well-being based on some leadership models (e.g., transformational leadership and servant leadership), not much work has been done based on leadership grounded in the service economy. With the rapid growth of the service economy, how leadership attributes in the context of the service economy (i.e., “service leadership attributes”) are related to the well-being of followers is an important question to be addressed.

In response to the rapid development of service economies worldwide, Dr. Po Chung, Co-founder of DHL International Limited and Chairman Emeritus of DHL Express (Hong Kong) Limited, proposed the “Service Leadership Theory” (Shek et al., 2018a, 2022a). In this theory, it is asserted that service leadership is a process that satisfies the needs of self, others, and systems (teams, organizations, communities, and societies) in ethical ways (Shek et al., 2018a). It also highlights seven core beliefs (e.g., “everyone can be a leader,” “a service leader is a service provider,” and “leadership includes self-serving efforts for continuous improvement”) and maintains that an effective service leader has three attributes (“competence,” “character,” and “care,” 3 Cs) determining the leader-follower relationship and related outcomes.

Leadership competencies generally refer to generic competencies that enable leadership effectiveness, including management skills, problem-solving capabilities, and skills that would facilitate the production process. In particular, Shek et al. (2015b, 2022a) focus on the prominence and valuation of “soft skills” or “21st Century skills,” including “adversity quotient” (AQ), “emotional quotient” (EQ), and “spiritual quotient” (SQ). Character refers to moral character attributes such as integrity, a sense of righteousness, and courage. These character attributes can be understood through both Western (e.g., character strengths under the “Values in Action,” Peterson and Seligman, 2004) and Chinese frameworks (e.g., traditional Chinese virtues, Shek et al., 2015c). Finally, an effective service leader exercises care about different stakeholders, particularly concern about the followers. Shek et al. (2021) further studied the origin of the “Service Leadership Theory.” They concluded that the model is humanistic in nature with a strong emphasis on the importance of character and values.

Although other propositions emphasize distributed leadership (i.e., every employee takes leadership responsibilities) and service orientation in the service era (e.g., Grönfeldt and Strother, 2006; Snell et al., 2015), it can be argued that the “Service Leadership Theory” is unique in integrating all essential propositions regarding the requirements of the growing service economies. Shek et al. (2015a) compared the “Service Leadership Model” with some other contemporary leadership models, including the “trait approach,” “servant leadership,” “spiritual leadership,” “authentic leadership,” “ethical leadership,” “transformational leadership,” “charismatic leadership,” and “top-down leadership approach.” “Service Leadership Theory” emphasizes that leadership can be learned and is not based on inherent traits or charisma. Besides, this theory involves a comprehensive understanding of leadership qualities, including competencies, character, and a caring disposition, in contrast to other theories that focus on specific aspects of leadership, such as spiritual leadership and ethical leadership. The Service Leadership Theory also defines leadership at the individual, interpersonal, and systemic levels, unlike theories that only consider leaders’ personal characteristics and leader-follower relationships, such as authentic leadership. Additionally, service leadership emphasizes the importance of self-leadership and ethical self-care, while other theories, such as transformational leadership and top-down leadership, do not specifically take this perspective into account. To conclude, “Service Leadership Theory” is unique in terms of incorporating people orientation, service orientation, system orientation, focus on the three “Cs” of leadership (competencies, character, and care) and personal qualities of leaders, the belief that “everyone can be a leader,” emphasis on the significance of self-leadership, urge for constant self-improvement, emphasis on the significance of mentoring followers, and innovative integration of traditional Chinese virtues (Shek et al., 2015c). As such, it is interesting to ask how the “service leadership attributes” are related to the well-being of the leaders as well as followers.

Second, the linkage between leadership and well-being has been primarily addressed within the interpersonal context involving leaders and followers (or coworkers). For example, based on meta-analysis of 209 studies of Li P. et al. (2021) across different cultures, positive leadership styles (e.g., ethical and servant leadership) are universally positively associated with subordinates’ work engagement and well-being. While this is a legitimate focus, we should ask another question—are leadership attributes related to the well-being of the leaders themselves (i.e., intrapersonal context)? According to the self-leadership perspective, before leading others, one has to learn how to lead oneself. Hence, the connection between leadership attributes and well-being in terms of the intrapersonal perspective should be examined. However, few researchers have examined the linkages between diverse leadership qualities (e.g., resilience) and well-being (e.g., life satisfaction). In a meta-analysis, Hoch et al. (2018) examined whether authentic leadership, ethical leadership, servant leadership, and transformational leadership are differently associated with organizational outcomes. Results supported the distinctiveness of servant leadership in explaining the linkage between leadership qualities and a wide range of organizational outcomes. As such, by examining the association between service leadership (in which character and care are two dominant dimensions) and personal well-being, the current study will contribute to the discussion on the role of positive leadership in the promotion of well-being in the leaders themselves.

Third, most of the studies on leadership and worker well-being were conducted in Western contexts with very few explorations rooted in Chinese settings. In their meta-analysis, Li P. et al. (2021) highlighted the importance of cultural characteristics in shaping the associations between leadership and organizational well-being. There are several reasons why this issue should be examined in Chinese people. Firstly, while conventional leadership theories often adopt individualistic assumptions, Chinese culture is more collectivist in nature (Shek et al., 2022c). Besides, given the huge population size of Chinese people, there is a need to examine whether the relationships between leadership and well-being apply to the Chinese context. Secondly, as China is experiencing a booming growth shift from the manufacturing economy to the service economy, understanding how service leadership contributes to leadership well-being is a timely question to be answered. Thirdly, the focus on character and caring dispositions are indeed consistent with the conception of leadership under Confucian thoughts. Finally, as there remain few studies on leadership psychological attributes in the Chinese setting, we need more effort to build up the database in this area.

The fourth limitation of the literature is that few studies have examined this issue in the “pre-work” context. According to the “Service Leadership Theory,” everybody is (and can be) a leader. Hence, university students are (and can be) leaders. According to the self-leadership view that everyone is a leader of himself/herself, university students can be regarded as leaders at least leading themselves. Based on these beliefs, it is legitimate to ask whether service leadership education has any impact on the well-being of university students. Theoretically, examination of this issue in the higher education context would expand our understanding of the leadership-well-being relationship beyond the “work” context to the “pre-work” context. Practically, research findings would provide insight into the role of leadership education in nurturing student well-being in the higher education sector.

Finally, under the turbulence of the pandemic when courses are moved online, we rarely understand the role of leadership education in well-being and how “service leadership attributes” are related to individual “well-being” when the online mode is adopted. In a study evaluating the outcomes of synchronous and asynchronous online teaching modes during the pandemic, Zhu et al. (2021) revealed that the two teaching modes showed positive impacts. Using pretest and posttest data, participants exhibited significant improvement either in their well-being or their “service leadership attributes.” Using the client satisfaction approach, students also responded positively with regard to course design, instructor performance, and personal gains obtained from the course. In another recent study examining the effectiveness of a leadership course, Chai et al. (2022) similarly revealed that 630 students showed improvement in life satisfaction, positive youth development traits, and desirable graduation qualities as a result of completing the course. Besides, students also demonstrated high satisfaction with curriculum design, instructor performance and overall payoff derived from the course. There are also some studies showing the effectiveness of service-learning courses on service leadership (Lin et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2022; Shek et al., 2022b).



1.3. “Service leadership attributes” and “well-being”

With reference to the “Service Leadership Model” (Chung and Bell, 2012; Shek et al., 2015a), there are three basic qualities of accomplished service leaders – “competence,” “character,” and “care.” Obviously, we can ask whether there are any relationships between these “service leadership attributes” and “well-being,” particularly in university students.

Concerning the relationship between resilience and well-being in young people, there are research findings demonstrating that these two domains are positively related in Nigerian students (Ifeagwazi et al., 2015) and Australian students (Turner et al., 2017). Similar findings were observed in adults. Zhao et al. (2021) reported that while four dimensions of resilience (persistence of effort, strength, tenacity, and optimism) were positively associated with life satisfaction among Chinese adults, only tenacity and optimism significantly predicted life satisfaction. Resilience also plays a protective role in well-being in leadership settings. Zhou et al. (2022) revealed that resilience was associated positively with caring ability and self-learning in student leaders. Hudgins (2016) revealed that resilience in nursing leaders was positively correlated with their job satisfaction. Walumbwa et al. (2010) also found that police officers’ resilience predicted followers’ job performance and psychological capital (e.g., efficacy, hope, and optimism). Finally, De Clercq et al. (2021) demonstrated that employee resilience in the telecommunications and banking sectors mitigated the negative effect of perceived leader arrogance on employee distrust for leaders’ consistency in action.

There is also evidence of a strong positive association between emotional competence and well-being in managers (Sharma, 2011). Kafetsios et al. (2011) also found that supervisors’ emotional use capacity was positively negatively correlated with subordinates’ personal fulfillment and job satisfaction, while being associated negatively with followers’ depersonalization in the school context. In a meta-analysis, Miao et al. (2016) concluded that leaders’ emotional intelligence strongly predicted followers’ job satisfaction, and followers’ emotional intelligence played a significant mediating role in this link. Andrei et al. (2022) similarly revealed that trait emotional intelligence moderated the direct predictive effects of unemployment on the quality of life during the pandemic.

Tracking 116 general adults living in Europe, Berking et al. (2014) showed that deficits in emotion regulation skills were strongly associated with depressive symptoms, with incompetent emotion regulation predicting the severity of depression after 5 years. Llinares-Insa et al. (2020) also reported that emotional intelligence was positively correlated with subjective well-being in parents and parental moods played an important mediating role in the influence of emotional intelligence on subjective well-being. Recently, survey of Chinese university students of Li N. et al. (2021) showed that self-perceived emotional competence (emotion appraisal, regulation, and use) mediated the association between crisis exposure during COVID-19 and anxiety as well as depressive symptoms. However, it is noteworthy that some studies showed the possible negative effects of emotion induction (e.g., Petrides and Furnham, 2003).

Finally, studies have shown that spirituality, such as the meaning of life, was related to well-being in students (Shek and Lin, 2015; Pant and Srivastava, 2019). For example, Kleiman and Beaver (2013) showed that the presence of life meaning as a “suicide resiliency factor” significantly predicted a decrease in suicidal ideation over time. Similar findings were reported based on adults (Schnell and Krampe, 2020; Moafi et al., 2021). In the leadership literature, many scholars highlighted the benefits of spirituality for well-being in leadership contexts. As Fry (2003) asserted, “spiritual leadership comprises the values, attitudes, and behaviors necessary to intrinsically motivate oneself and satisfy fundamental needs for spiritual well-being, through calling and membership” (p. 711). Based on civil servants in Indonesia, Wahyono et al. (2021) reported that spiritual leadership promoted workplace spirituality and job satisfaction as well as reduced deviant behavior in the workplace. However, there are findings suggesting that while leadership spirituality promotes work meaning, it may also create negative emotions, particularly when leaders abuse their power (Rego et al., 2008; Chaston and Lips-Wiersma, 2015).

Regarding character, studies have examined the linkage between character and well-being in light of the character strengths framework (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). In the non-clinical populations, positive relationships between a wide range of character strengths and well-being were reported both in adults (Martínez-Martí et al., 2020) and young people (Shoshani and Slone, 2013; Zhang and Chen, 2018). In the clinical populations, there is also support for the beneficial effect of character strengths on well-being in first-episode psychosis patients (Browne et al., 2018). Umucu et al. (2021) also showed that higher levels of comprehensive character strengths could buffer the adverse impairment of COVID-19 stress on patient well-being, including positive emotions, engagement, and relationships. The beneficial role of character on well-being has also been reported in the leadership literature, particularly in relation to ethical leadership. Generally speaking, ethical leadership attributes had a positive association with employee job satisfaction and other well-being components in Pakistan (Aftab et al., 2022), Turkey (Demirtas et al., 2017), and the United States (Sosik et al., 2019).

In a cross-cultural context, character is not only identified as providing a “compass of a good life” (Martínez-Martí et al., 2020; Littman-Ovadia et al., 2021) in the Western contextual findings, but also noted for its crucial value as a “compass of moral” (Shek et al., 2022a) in the Chinese traditional culture. Advocating the presence of the philosophy of Confucianism in Chinese culture as the ideal of how the Chinese deal with themselves, others, and the world, Shek et al. (2013) pioneered a discourse on the relationship between adolescent mental health and the key Confucian character strengths. These included “zhong (loyalty), xiao (filial piety), ren (benevolence), ai (affection), xin (trustworthiness), he (harmony), ping (peace), li (propriety), yi (righteousness), lian (integrity), chi (shame), zhi (wisdom)” (p. 336).

Empirically, there are studies demonstrating that filial piety (Yang and Wen, 2021), interpersonal harmony (Hsiao et al., 2006), and forgiveness (Chan, 2013) were positively associated with well-being. To conclude, Zhou et al. (2021) revealed that moral character attributes, including traditional Chinese virtues, which embodied as polite, loyal, forgiving, sense of justice among others, not only positively associated with life satisfaction, but also significantly predicted life satisfaction among Hong Kong students (N = 2,474), and adolescent responsible behavior could significantly mediate such a link.

Finally, caring attributes include love, listening, and empathy (Shek et al., 2022a), the key properties of Positive Youth Development (PYD). Caring attributes have been found to contribute to the well-being of the individual, family, and community. Research showed that love (Culshaw and Kurian, 2021), caring climate (Fry et al., 2012), family support displayed as active listening (Alsawy et al., 2020), and community support promoted community well-being (Berardi et al., 2020).

In the leadership literature, research also suggests that leadership care was significantly correlated to staff well-being (Kock et al., 2019). In Germany, Jacobs et al. (2013) revealed that a higher level of transformational leadership, characterized by caring and considering subordinates’ feelings, in particular, was significantly and positively correlated with higher employee psychological well-being. In Denmark, Munir et al. (2010) also showed a negative link between transformational leadership style and employee depression over time. Moreover, Kock et al. (2019) revealed not only a positive association between empathetic leadership and follower job satisfaction, but also a significant moderating effect of empathetic leadership in the link between employee job satisfaction and innovative behavior. Nevertheless, there are views suggesting that over-use of care, such as “compassion fatigue” and “overloaded supervisor care,” may lead to negative outcomes (e.g., Duarte and Pinto-Gouveia, 2017). For example, Boekhorst et al. (2021) showed that while managerial caring behavior was positively correlated with employee vitality in the workplace, its negative effect appears to be more pronounced when there were employee-rated manager overload and employee guilt.



1.4. The present study

To understand the relationship between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” based on university students during the pandemic, we asked two research questions:

Research Question 1: Did students who took the “Service Leadership” course via online and hybrid modes during the pandemic demonstrate an improvement in their “service leadership attributes” as well as “well-being”? Based on previous studies and predictions of the “Service Leadership Theory,” we anticipated that students would exhibit improvements in “service leadership attributes” (Hypothesis 1a) and “well-being” (Hypothesis 1b) after participating in the course.

Research Question 2: What are the inter-relationships between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being”? According to “Service Leadership Theory” and previous studies, we predicted the existence of positive correlations between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” at the pretest and posttest (Hypothesis 2a). Based on the work of Zhu and Shek (2021b), we also expected that service leadership attitudes and behavior at the pretest would predict well-being at the posttest (Hypothesis 2b).

By answering the above two questions, the present study contributes to the existing literature by delineating whether university students demonstrate any changes regarding service leadership qualities and well-being after taking a leadership course during the pandemic. Answers to the second research question also shed light on the cross-sectional and longitudinal associations between service leadership attributes and well-being in the “pre-work” context among Chinese university students at the intrapersonal level from a self-leadership perspective.




2. Methods

To understand the linkages between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being,” we utilized data collected from university students who enrolled in the “Service Leadership” offered in the summer term of 2021 and 2022. “Service Leadership” is a three-credit General Education course introducing the basics of “Service Leadership.” Over 2 years, a total of 198 students took the course. For tracking changes in students, we collected both pretest and posttest data on validated measures of “service leadership attributes” (i.e., “knowledge,” “attitude,” and “behavior”) and “well-being” (i.e., “positive youth development attributes” and “life satisfaction”). Using pretest and posttest data, we also examined the relationship between “service leadership attributes” in the three domains and “well-being” in two areas over time.

The “Service Leadership” course is a three-credit elective course that consists of 13 lectures of 3 h each, addressing a broad scope of service leadership-related knowledge. The lectures introduce the transition from manufacturing economies to service economy economies, seven essential beliefs (e.g., “everyone can be a leader”), key determinants of effective service leadership including competence (“intrapersonal competence” and “interpersonal skills”), character (different character strengths and traditional Chinese virtues), and care (“empathy” and “active listening”), and similarities and differences between “Service Leadership Theory” and other high-impact leadership theories (e.g., spiritual and servant leadership). Furthermore, real-life scenarios and examples are incorporated into different class activities (e.g., group discussions and case studies) to deepen students’ learning and help them apply the knowledge in daily life.

Notably, the course adopts a student-centered teaching pedagogy characterized by interactive teaching and learning methods, such as reflective learning (e.g., self-reflection on own leadership practices and service leadership qualities), learning collaboratively (e.g., drawing, projects, and presentations in the group format), critically thinking (e.g., encouraging critical evaluate of various leadership theories and attributes), and other in-class interactions (e.g., role play, debate, and games). Affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated measures of social distancing, the “Service Leadership” course was offered to students through a hybrid mode blending physical and online teaching since the 2019–2020 summer semester with in-class interactive activities being refined to an online version (Zhu et al., 2021).


2.1. Participants and procedures

In two summer semesters in the academic years of 2020–2021 and 2021–2022 academic years, the “Service Leadership” course was provided through an online teaching format over a period of 7 weeks (i.e., two lectures were offered per week). For the purpose of assessing course effect in terms of changes in students after taking the course and investigating the association between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” (i.e., the two aforementioned research questions), a one-group pretest-posttest design was employed in this study. Despite the intrinsic shortcomings of this type of pre-experimental design as a result of not involving control groups (Campbell and Stanley, 1996), it is quite feasible and practically preferred, especially in educational settings. Particularly, Thyer (2002) pointed out several myths in evaluating changes in psychosocial outcomes, such as “you must control for the most relevant threats to internal validity” or “you must randomly assign clients to various control and experimental groups” (pp. 12–13). Of course, he also acknowledged the limitations of the one-group pretest-posttest design and the meaningful usage of evaluation designs without a control group. As such, scholars devoted to educational and other social science fields like social work and youth services have advocated and adopted this research design in evaluating service or educational effectiveness (e.g., McElwain et al., 2016; Shek and Zhu, 2018; Zhu et al., 2022). In the present investigation, comparisons between the pretest and the posttest scores are expected to at least partially reflect students’ changes as a result of service leadership education, as other confounding effects (e.g., maturation) are less likely to fully operate in such a short period (i.e., 7 weeks).

In each summer semester, students enrolled in the course were invited to participate in an online pretest survey to be completed within a week prior to the first lecture and to finish the posttest within a week of completing the final lecture. Before responding to survey questions, students provided their consent after reading an online information sheet that explained key principles upheld in collecting, analyzing, and using the data, including voluntary participation, anonymity, and confidentiality. The “Institutional Review Board (and its Delegate)” at the authors’ university approved the present study.

In the summer semester of the 2020–2021 year, among the 118 enrolled students, 111 (response rate = 94.07%), and 100 (response rate = 84.75%) completed the pretest and posttest, respectively. A total of 93 cases (Mean age = 19.17 ± 1.51 years) were successfully matched (female = 55, 59.14%). In the summer semester of the 2021–2022 year, among the 113 enrolled students, 110 (response rate = 97.35%), and 107 (response rate = 94.69%) completed the pretest and posttest, respectively. A total of 105 cases (Mean age = 19.99 ± 1.64 years) were successfully matched (female = 44, 41.90%). The present study utilized the matched sample in two academic years (total N = 198, mean age = 19.61 ± 1.64 years, 50.00% female students).



2.2. Measures

The same indicators measuring the “service leadership attributes” (indexed by “knowledge,” “attitude,” and “behavior”) and “well-being” [indexed by “life satisfaction” as a measure of hedonic well-being and “positive youth development (PYD) attributes” as a measure of eudaimonic well-being] were employed in the pretest and posttest questionnaires.

Service Leadership Knowledge (SLK) was assessed using the “Service Leadership Knowledge Scale” consisting of a set of 40 multiple-choice questions on service leadership concepts and knowledge points (e.g., the underlying economic, social, and cultural context in which the service economy is rooted) mentioned in the lectures (Shek et al., 2018c). Students’ responses to each question were coded as “0″ or “1″ if the answer was incorrect or correct, respectively. The total score of SLK betwixt 0 and 40. This scale showed adequate psychometric properties in the validation study (Shek et al., 2018c) and had favorable reliability in previous studies (Zhu et al., 2021; Zhu and Shek, 2021b). As depicted in Table 1, the knowledge scale also had adequate internal consistency in both the pretest (α = 0.94; mean inter-item correlation = 0.30) and posttest (α = 0.95; mean inter-item correlation = 0.35) in the present study.



TABLE 1 Reliability of measures and participants’ changes from the pretest to posttest (N = 198).
[image: Table1]

Service Leadership Attitude (SLA) was gaged from the “Service Leadership Attitude Scale” containing 23 items on a six-point scale (“1” = “strongly disagree”; “6” = “strongly agree”). Sample items included “a good leader listens to his/her subordinates’ views” and “everyone has the potential to be a leader.” The scale has been validated in samples of Chinese university students based in Hong Kong (Shek and Chai, 2019) and demonstrated satisfactory psychometric characteristics in prior research (Zhu et al., 2021; Zhu and Shek, 2021b). For the present research, the scale’s Cronbach’s alpha values were above 0.95 on two assessment occasions (see Table 1), indicating the scale’s good internal consistency.

Service Leadership Behavior (SLB) was measured by a 19-item “Service Leadership Behavior Scale,” which has also been validated among Hong Kong Chinese university students (Shek et al., 2018b, 2019) and utilized to assess students’ service leadership behaviors covering the three Cs (competence, character, and care) in past studies (Zhu et al., 2021; Zhu and Shek, 2021b). Students were invited to rate each item (e.g., “I often try my best to help other people to overcome difficulties” and “I learn through reflecting on my experiences”) on a six-point scale (“1″ = “strongly disagree”; “6″ = “strongly agree”). This scale exhibited good reliability as indicated by Cronbach’s alpha values (0.95 and 0.97) and mean inter-item correlation (0.52 and 0.63; see Table 1) in this study.

Life Satisfaction was measured by the five-item Chinese “Satisfaction with Life Scale,” which assessed people’s cognitive ratings regarding their overall quality of life (Sun and Shek, 2010). Students rated each statement (e.g., “the conditions of my life are excellent”) using a six-point scale (“1” = “strongly disagree”; “6” = “strongly agree”). This instrument has been applied extensively in research involving Chinese young people and demonstrated adequate reliability (e.g., Zhang, 2016; Shek et al., 2017; Zhu and Shek, 2020). In this study, this scale also certainly exhibited good internal consistency at pretest (α = 0.92; mean inter-item correlation = 0.69) and posttest (α = 0.92; mean inter-item correlation = 0.70; see Table 1).

PYD Attributes were measured by a total of 10 subscales selected from the validated “Chinese Positive Youth Development Scale” (Shek and Ma, 2010), which followed previous practices in assessing PYD attributes in leadership education (Lin and Shek, 2019; Zhu and Shek, 2021b). The 31 items in the 10 subscales evaluated 10 corresponding PYD attributes, such as “emotional competence” and “resilience,” which can be further grouped under three “higher-order factors.” The first “higher-order factor” was “cognitive-behavioral competence” (CBC) summarizing “cognitive competence,” “behavioral competence,” and “self-determination.” The second “higher-order factor,” namely “positive identity” (PI), combined “clear and positive identity” and “belief in the future.” The third “higher-order factor” entitled “general PYD qualities” (GPYD) summed up five individual PYD attributes, including “emotional competence,” “social competence,” “moral competence,” “resilience,” and “spirituality (e.g., life meaning and purpose).” In the present study, we utilized a six-point scale (“1” = “strongly disagree”; “6” = “strongly agree”) to score all items. Besides, we calculated four composite scores, including scores of the three “higher-order factors” and a total rating across all individual attributes (i.e., total PYD). The scales were proven to possess adequate internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha values varying between 0.86 and 0.96 and mean inter-item correlations ranging between 0.33 and 0.63 (see Table 1).



2.3. Data analysis

In line with previous practices (Zhu and Shek, 2021b; Zhu et al., 2022), we used SPSS Version 26.0 (IBM Corp., Somers, NY, United States) to test and capture changes in students’ “service leadership attributes” as well as “well-being” that occurred from the pretest to the posttest through repeated-measures multivariate general linear model (R-GLM) analyses. For “service leadership attributes” and PYD attributes that involved multiple indicators, a Bonferroni correction procedure was utilized to control the inflated type I error rate due to the multiple numbers of individual tests in detecting the multivariate effect. If the omnibus time effect was significant, we would perform follow-up univariate analyses to further test students’ changes in individual measures. Given that the variables of age, gender, and academic year as between-participant variables in R-GLM did not show significant interactions with the time effect (F ranged between 0.19 and 2.51, ps > 0.05), final analyses were based on the combined whole sample (N = 198; Table 2 shows the correlations among variables).



TABLE 2 Correlations between variables.
[image: Table2]

The relationship between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being” was examined in six cross-lagged path models using AMOS Version 26.0 (IBM Corp., Somers, NY, United States), with each model involving one “service leadership attribute” (i.e., “knowledge,” “attitude,” or “behavior”) and one “well-being” measure (i.e., “life satisfaction” or TPYD). As shown in Figure 1, after statistically controlling for the concurrent association (CA) between the pretest scores, autoregressions of “service leadership attributes” (AR1), and “well-being” measure (AR2), and the correlated change (CC) indexed by the correlation between the two residuals at posttest, the two cross-lagged effects (CLE1 and CLE2) would estimate the possible overtime effects between “service leadership attributes” and “well-being.” This analytical procedure has also been adopted in previous research (Lin and Shek, 2019; Zhu et al., 2022).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Cross-lagged path analyses of the relationships between service leadership attributes and well-being indicators. SLK, service leadership knowledge; SLA, service leadership attitude; SLB, service leadership behavior; TPYD, total positive youth development score; res, residual; CA, concurrent association; AR1, autoregression of service leadership attributes; AR2, autoregression of well-being indicator; CLE1, cross-lagged effect of service leadership attributes on well-being indicator; CLE2, cross-lagged effect of well-being indicator on service leadership attributes; and CC, correlated change.





3. Results

As shown in Table 1, the R-GLM yielded significant omnibus time effects regarding “service leadership attributes” (F = 8.54, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.12), PYD attributes (F = 5.91, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.11), and life satisfaction (F = 20.58, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.10). Following univariate analyses demonstrated significant improvement in each measure of “service leadership attributes” (F = 5.33–20.17, ps < 0.05, η2p = 0.03–0.09) and PYD attributes (F = 6.13–16.65, ps < 0.01, η2p = 0.04–0.09). In general, the students demonstrated significant changes in both “service leadership attributes” and subjective “well-being” from the pretest to the posttest in a positive way.

For the cross-lagged path analyses, all six models were saturated models characterized by zero degrees of freedom and perfect model fitness since all variables in each model were revealed to be interrelated. The results of the cross-lagged path analyses are presented in Table 3. After other types of effects were statistically controlled, four cross-lagged effects were significant. Specifically, while service leadership knowledge and attitude did not have significant cross-lagged effects on life satisfaction, service leadership behavior, and life satisfaction showed significant reciprocal impacts on each other over time (service leadership behavior→life satisfaction: β = 0.14, p < 0.05; life satisfaction→service leadership behavior: β = 0.14, p < 0.05). In addition, while there were no significant cross-lagged effects between service leadership knowledge and the total PYD score, both service leadership attitude (β = 0.14, p < 0.05) and behavior (β = 0.36, p < 0.01) demonstrated a significant one-way effect on the total PYD score over time. The findings suggest service leadership behavior, in comparison to service leadership knowledge and attitude, was a stronger predictor of later well-being measures.



TABLE 3 Standardized path coefficients of cross-lagged path analyses (N = 198).
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4. Discussion

With regard to the above-mentioned research gaps, there are several constructive responses in this paper. First, we utilized the “Service Leadership Theory” to examine the linkages between leadership attributes and well-being. Second, based on the belief that everyone is a leader and the notion of self-leadership, we tested the ties between “service leadership attributes” and subjective and psychological “well-being” from an intrapersonal perspective. Third, the present study provides an expansion of the limited body of scientific literature regarding leadership specifically situated in Chinese settings. Fourth, we examined the linkage between leadership attributes and well-being in university students (i.e., pre-work context).

With reference to Research Question 1, results indicated that upon completion of the “Service Leadership” course, students showed positive changes. This finding generally supports prior research suggesting that service leadership education is efficacious in fostering leadership attributes along with the well-being of college students (Lin and Shek, 2019; Zhu et al., 2021; Zhu and Shek, 2021b). The present finding is important from the perspective of replication because there are few related studies in the field, especially concerning the online delivery mode. Together with previous findings, the present findings suggest that service leadership education, regardless of its delivery mode (face-to-face or online), is a promising approach to facilitating the well-being of university students. There are studies showing that mental health issues are growing in the higher education sector (Li X. et al., 2021), particularly during the pandemic (Shek, 2021). To tackle the issue, university administrators and educators are searching for ways to promote the mental health of young people. In conjunction with other studies, it is arguable that service leadership education can be meaningfully implemented as a means of promoting life satisfaction and personal growth among university students.

It is noteworthy that the present service leadership education was effective during the pandemic, when lessons have been delivered in online and hybrid modes intermittently since the outbreak of the pandemic in early 2020. One obvious concern regarding online teaching and learning is its effectiveness. In particular, there are very few studies exploring the efficacy of programs in leadership training during the pandemic, which is seen as a health crisis and educational challenge. Consistent with previous studies, the present study showed that students improved after they had taken the online and hybrid “Service Leadership” course. Actually, such positive findings are consistent with research findings based on an online service-learning course on service leadership (Lin et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2022; Shek et al., 2022b). In short, the present findings reinforce the conclusion that students change in a positive direction after they have taken the online “service leadership” course.

Given that the “Service Leadership” course has been found to be effective in different delivery modes, including face-to-face, asynchronous, and synchronous online modes (Lin and Shek, 2019; Zhu et al., 2021; Zhu and Shek, 2021b), the meticulously designed course content and engaging and reflective learning pedagogies may be the most essential factors contributing to the success of the course. First, the topics covered in the course, such as self-leadership, interpersonal skills, character strengths, and care, are desired in the service era and highly relevant to the students and may cost students much if they take courses on such topics in the commercial field. In addition, the positive beliefs and strength-based perspective (e.g., every student can become an effective service leader by cultivating and applying leadership attributes) underlying the course design empower the students to have more positive learning experiences. Thus, students are intrinsically motivated to learn the topics in the course, which may promote students’ positive changes. Second, we used experiential learning strategies and activities, such as group discussion, group reflection, role play, and debate which are fun and engaging for the students. These activities promote the engagement and responsibility of the students in their studies. In contrast to the didactic teaching and learning in the traditional Chinese setting, this course is relatively interactive. Third, we emphasize personal reflection in this course which would facilitate knowledge acquisition and the development of service leadership attitudes. Active engagement in collaborative learning and reflective activities can promote learning effectiveness (Roberts, 2008; Kolb, 2014), which may cumulatively promote students’ gains and development in this course. Because of these unique features, this course has won several awards, including Bronze Award (Ethical leadership in 2016) and Gold Award (Nurturing Student Well-Being and Purpose in 2021) in QS Reimagine Education Awards, and the University Grants Committee Teaching Award in 2018.

Regarding the second research question on the linkages between core “service leadership attributes” and “well-being,” concurrent correlation coefficients provided support for Hypothesis 2a. The cross-lagged analyses showed service leadership attitude and behavior at the pretest predicted posttest PYD attributes, partially supporting Hypothesis 2b. Meanwhile, leadership behavior and life satisfaction showed bidirectional effects on each other. Overall speaking, the findings showed that leadership attitudes and behavior, but not knowledge, are likely to shape both subjective well-being and psychological well-being over time. The outcome is in line with the prior observation that service leadership knowledge and well-being do not statistically significantly relate to one another (Lin and Shek, 2019). In other words, mere acquisition of service leadership knowledge does not contribute to well-being. This finding is not unexpected because understanding (e.g., the importance of exercise) will not lead to happiness if one does not spend time on exercise. Hence, on top of teaching leadership knowledge, cultivating the service mindset (i.e., attitude) and service practices may be more important in promoting students’ well-being through service leadership education. This may be the reason that service-learning courses, where students develop and apply their leadership qualities through “doing” (i.e., serving needy people), have been found to be especially useful in promoting students’ good feelings about themselves (e.g., Lin et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2022). Nevertheless, Lin and Shek (2019) did not observe a significant cross-lagged effect of leadership attitude on life satisfaction. To further confirm the findings presented here, replications are needed.

Compared to knowledge, service leadership attitude and behavior exert a stronger influence on the development of mental well-being indicated by PYD attributes. Zhu and Shek (2021b) argued that when students internalize service leadership beliefs (such as the belief that “leadership can be nurtured”) and practice service leadership behavior (such as showing empathy to others), they are more likely to unleash their potential and gain greater personal growth. The present finding also supports the social change model in leadership (Stephens and Beatty, 2015), which holds that leadership cultivation and development would enable transformation in many developmental domains such as social connectedness and positive mentality. In terms of student development, researchers (e.g., Komives et al., 2009) have argued that “knowing” and “being” are important factors in shaping well-being among young people. As service leadership attitudes are “humanistic” and “systemic” in nature (Shek et al., 2021), such as the belief that everybody can be a leader and that an effective leader cares for coworkers, nurturing such attributes among students would eventually contribute to their overall wellness.

We also found the predictive effect of life satisfaction on service leadership behavior characterized by demonstrating competence, care and moral character in leading self and others. It is possible that inherently, a bidirectional relationship exists between leadership behavior and life satisfaction (Zhu and Shek, 2021a). While internalization of service leadership beliefs and application of these beliefs in leadership practice may enable students to enjoy a productive and happy life (Hausler et al., 2017; Zhu and Shek, 2021b), feeling good about oneself and satisfaction with life may, in turn, serve as valuable emotional resources to help students cope and behave more effectively and adaptively (Fredrickson, 2001; Park, 2004). While the reciprocal relationship between individual behavior and life satisfaction has drawn much attention in youth development (e.g., Zhu and Shek, 2021a), it has been understudied in the leadership field. Additional studies are desired to further validate the present discoveries.

In general, the present study findings indicate that it is likely to be more important to nurture the attitudinal and behavioral growth of students (i.e., development of attitudes and behavior) rather than merely knowledge learning (Owen, 2012). Instructors engaged in leadership education will find these observations tremendously instructive and illuminating. While much leadership training often prides itself on equipping and empowering leadership knowledge and skills, leadership educators are expected to clearly recognize that it is far from sufficient, as leadership attitude transformation and behavioral applications are of greater importance for students to harvest a well-lived life than knowledge acquisition. Attitude transformation, however, can never be forced (Owen, 2012). Thus providing the insight that leadership programs should promote student initiative and then enhance acquisition under the mentorship of teachers by creating better opportunities and circumstances.

Although the present study replicated the previous findings and underscored the validity of online delivery of service leadership training during the pandemic, there are several limitations of the study. First, we adopted the one-group pretest-posttest design in this study. While this design is widely adopted in the field, the addition of a control group is important. Without a control group, we are not able to establish a causal relationship between the course effect and student changes. In other words, we are not able to completely rule out alternative explanations (e.g., student maturation and effects of other activities during the course period) in addition to the course effect for the changes in students. However, as the course was offered in 7 weeks during the summer term, the chance for students to naturally have significant improvements in leadership qualities and well-being in such a short time period was not high. In particular, previous studies concluded that university students did not necessarily make gains in their leadership competence and well-being merely because of maturation during the university period (Roohr et al., 2017; Yu et al., 2019). Therefore, the positive changes in service leadership qualities and well-being among students revealed in the present study are unlikely to be entirely attributed to maturation. As for the effects of other activities, as we have not collected such information, it is logically possible that such an alternative explanation exists. However, given the tight time schedule and assessment requirements (students need to do a group project and an individual writing project), students were unlikely to take other courses or programs during the same time period. In short, the present findings provide support for the hypothesis that students changed in a positive direction after taking the course, although we should also note the existence of alternative explanations as constrained by the research design. Nevertheless, future research will benefit from conducting quasi-experimental studies by involving a comparative control group of students who do not join the “Service Leadership” course, which would be methodologically preferred to establish the causal relationship between course effect and student changes.

Second, we only recruited students from one university in Hong Kong, which may limit the generalizability of the present findings to other samples of students. As the “Service Leadership” course adopts experiential and interactive teaching and learning approaches, it is unknown whether students in other universities in and outside Hong Kong also engage in such a learning pedagogy and benefit from their service leadership course participation experience. Hence, future research needs to collect data from more universities within and outside Hong Kong and replicate the present study by involving a more representative sample of university students, which helps generate more conclusive findings that can also be generalized to a broader population.

Third, as the study was conducted in a “pre-work” context, treating university students as leaders and followers, it would be stimulating if data could be collected from the “work” context with the involvement of leaders and followers in the interpersonal context. Thus, another future research direction is to offer service leadership training in the “work” context and investigate the training effect and the associations between service leadership attributes and well-being among both leaders and followers. In particular, such studies can further assess actual leadership behavior in the work context by using different methods, such as observations, diaries, and behavioral checklists.

Fourth, it would be theoretically exciting to study how service leadership attributes of the leaders would influence the psychological well-being of the leaders which would eventually shape the well-being of the followers. This would generate theoretical models on the intimate relationship between leadership and well-being in the leaders themselves and the followers. Finally, as there are three elements of effective service leadership (i.e., competence, character, and care), it would be helpful to examine how different aspects are differentially related to well-being outcomes. This can help researchers to further understand how positive leadership contribute to personal and organizational outcomes, which is relatively neglected in the existing scientific literature on leadership (Hoch et al., 2018).

Despite these limitations, the present study suggests that online “Service Leadership” course during the pandemic is proven to be efficacious in boosting no matter the “service leadership attributes” or “well-being” of university students. Besides, there is evidence supporting the predictive role of both attitudes and behaviors of service leadership on well-being.
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Introduction: Leadership is essential for creating a healthy and happy work environment for employees. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, working remotely from home has become prevalent for many employees, which challenges leaders to reach out to their followers even if these followers are not physically at work. Drawing on positive psychology theories, the aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between positive leadership and psychological energy (i.e., vigor), and particularly the extent in which this relationship is affected by whether employees are working from home, as well as the tenure of the leader-follower relationship.

Methods: A two-wave time-lagged study design is used with a sample of 186 followers.

Results: Findings indicate that the effect of positive leadership on followers’ vigor is especially strong when employees work from home, and even more so when leaders and followers have a long lasting work relationship.

Discussion: The study shows that positive leadership behaviors are positively related to employee vigor. Such positive leadership behaviors consist of praising follower’s individual performance, personally thanking followers, cheering them up, and helping them with specified tasks.

KEYWORDS
 positive leadership, well-being, vigor, psychological energy, remote working, turbulent times, COVID-19


1. Introduction

Leadership has been found to be associated to organizationally relevant outcomes, such as employee motivation, work behavior, and performance (Tummers and Bakker, 2021). Also the link between leadership and employee wellbeing has been topic of abundant study (e.g., Gilbreath and Benson, 2004; Kelloway et al., 2012), indicating that leadership is an important predictor of the mental and physical wellbeing of followers (Gilbreath and Benson, 2004). Adopting the argumentation of positive psychology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), this study will focus on positive leadership. i.e., “behaviors that are enacted by leaders and result in increasing followers’ experience of positive emotions” (Kelloway et al., 2013, p. 108). Positive leadership entails behaviors such as thanking and praising followers and cheering them up. Positive leadership is expected to be especially relevant in turbulent times (Sinclair et al., 2020).

Over the past years, the nature of work has changed. The COVID-19 pandemic caused many people to lose their jobs, change their jobs, or adapt their ways of working to working remotely from home (Kniffin et al., 2021). In these years, remote work has become vastly more accepted for a large variety of jobs. Technical innovations, such as fast and safe internet connections, have provided the opportunity to many employees to schedule meetings via video conferencing and working on the office computer from home via Virtual Private Network (VPN services). Furthermore, working from home has become more socially accepted at the workplace, as even the most technically challenged and computer-averse people have experimented with working from their home office during the height of the pandemic and have discovered its advantages (Aczel et al., 2021; Ipsen et al., 2021). With the established habit of working remotely on at least some workdays each week, the workplace has changed. Therefore, also leadership has to change to ensure happy, healthy, and high-performing workers (Coun, 2021; Foss, 2021).

A useful indicator of employee wellbeing is vigor (Bakker et al., 2008; Shirom, 2011). Vigor is an important dimension of work engagement. It refers to the extent in which employees feel strong and vigorous when working and attain a work-related positive and fulfilling state of mind (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004a; Schaufeli and Salanova, 2007). Vigor reflects “individuals’ feelings that they possess physical strength, emotional energy, and cognitive liveliness” (Shirom, 2011, p. 50). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, working from home has become prevalent for many employees, which provides challenges to leaders, as it may become more difficult for them to reach out to their followers when these followers are not physically present at the workplace. It may be so that employees working from home have more need for positive leadership than employees who are physically present at work, especially during mentally and physically taxing times. Therefore, the question becomes whether and to what extent positive leadership behaviors contribute to vigor (i.e., psychological energy) of employees, and whether this relationship is conditioned by the extent to which employees work from home and by the duration of the leader-follower relationship.

Drawing on positive psychology theories (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), the aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between positive leadership and vigor, and particularly the extent in which this relationship is moderated by a three-way interaction between positive leadership × remote work × tenure of the leader-follower relationship. To this end, a two-wave time-lagged study design is used with a sample of 186 leader-follower dyads from Dutch and Flemish organizations. Findings indicate that the effect of positive leadership on followers’ vigor is especially strong when employees work from home, and even more so when leaders and followers have a long-lasting work relationship.

This study contributes to the literature by exploring the moderating effect of remote work on the relationship between perceived positive leadership behaviors and employee psychological energy. Thereby, it responds to the call for leadership research that takes account of the changing nature of work (Coun, 2021), given turbulent times (Burger et al., 2022). By exploring the relationship between positive leadership and employee vigor, this study answers to the call for empirical studies that address the impact of increased working from home due to COVID-19 (e.g., Kniffin et al., 2021). Furthermore, this study’s theoretical viewpoint and empirical results signify a meaningful contribution to the overall occupational health psychology literature. Occupational health psychology has posed the question of how to create and shape “healthy” organizations, that are characterized by the creation of work environments that encourage employee work-related wellbeing and health over time (Cooper et al., 2001; Nerstad et al., 2020). Given turbulent times with increased levels of remote working, there is a need for more insights about psychosocial work environments that foster wellbeing, and consequently, more study is needed of the antecedents of vigor (Fritz et al., 2011; Shirom, 2011). In practice, the current study could offer guidance to organizations and their leaders with respect to how employees can be enabled to maintain their vigor and energy levels, and thus foster their wellbeing at work.

The remainder of the study is organized as follows. Section 2 provides the theoretical background to the hypotheses by justifying the theoretical basis for direct, moderated, and three-way relationships between the key variables of this study. Section 3 discusses characteristics of the sample as well as the method that was employed to gather the data and techniques that were used to analyze the data. Results of relevant analyses are shown in Section 4. Sections 5–7 discuss the results, provide theoretical and practical implications of the study and address limitations, respectively.



2. Theoretical background and hypotheses


2.1. Vigor and positive leadership

Various studies have connected vigor to employee-level outcomes, such as increased performance, subjective work capacity, and physical health (Shirom et al., 2008; Halbesleben, 2010; Shirom, 2010). Given that vigor captures positive functioning and wellbeing at work, it is of critical importance to further gain insights about the antecedents of vigor (Shirom, 2010, 2011; Nerstad et al., 2020).

Studies have shown that leadership style is an important predictor of vigor (e.g., Shirom, 2011). With the advent of positive psychology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and the study of positive organizational behavior (Luthans, 2002; Wright, 2003) scholars have sought to increase their understanding of workplace wellbeing and work engagement and found evidence of a positive relationship between several leadership styles and vigor. Avolio (1999) showed that transformational leadership leads to energizing emotions among employees. Leaders displaying relationship-building behaviors have been found to induce vigor among their followers, either directly, or through a mediation by interpersonal trust and cohesiveness that are fostered by relationship-building behaviors (Carmeli et al., 2009; Shirom, 2011).

While various leadership styles and behaviors have been associated with wellbeing and work engagement, none of these leadership styles fully capture leader positivity. For example, transformational leadership refers to a leadership style in which leaders inspire and motivate followers to not only achieve their goals, but also to perform beyond expectations in order to address collective organizational values and needs (Bass, 2005). Transformational leaders encourage their followers to strive for excellence, try out new ideas, and challenge the status quo in order to bring about positive change in the organization (Bass, 2005). Different definitions of transformational leadership may place emphasis on different aspects, but all agree that inspiring and supporting followers to achieve success for the organization is at the core of transformational leadership (Bass, 2005; Van Dierendonck et al., 2014). In contrast, positive leadership emphasizes leader behaviors that create positive emotions in employees to benefit followers’ wellbeing (Kelloway et al., 2013). Positive leaders prioritize building relationships and creating a workplace where employees feel valued and supported (Kelloway et al., 2013). In other words, whereas transformational leadership focuses on organizational effectiveness (Van Dierendonck et al., 2014), positive leadership primarily emphasizes followers’ needs and wellbeing.

Positive leadership focuses on creating positive work experiences for employees (Kelloway et al., 2013) and it is associated with positive self-concepts (Hannah et al., 2009) and positive (but not negative) affect toward work (Kelloway et al., 2013) and the organization (Youssef-Morgan and Luthans, 2013). Studies have shown a positive association between positive leadership and employees’ positive emotions (Lilius et al., 2008; Cameron and Plews, 2012). Building on Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, which suggests that positive affective states generate personal resources that are essential for psychological and physical wellbeing (Fredrickson, 1998), it is likely that positive leadership behaviors, by inducing positivity in followers, are positively associated with follower vigor. This idea is consistent with Affective Events Theory (AET, Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996), which indicates that work events may trigger affective reactions in employees, which, in turn, determine their attitudes and behaviors at work. Positive leadership behaviors are expected to create positive work events for their followers and thereby induce vigor. Therefore:


Hypothesis 1: Perceived positive leadership is positively associated with follower vigor.
 



2.2. The moderating effect of remote working

The COVID-19 pandemic forced organizations to develop new work routines, including the facilitation of remote working for employees (Kniffin et al., 2021). In the aftermath of the pandemic, it has become clear that remote work is here to stay (Kniffin et al., 2021; Mckinsey, 2021) and currently organizations are considering how to adapt their work routines to this development (Muzio and Doh, 2021). Against this backdrop, it is expected that remote workers’ vigor (as compared to on-site workers’ vigor) may particularly benefit from positive leadership behaviors. The main reason for this relates to the fact that remote-working employees may be especially prone to social isolation, negative thoughts, and feelings of unhappiness (Ipsen et al., 2021). Remote working has been shown to restrain the possibilities for social and informal exchanges with colleagues (Tremblay and Thomsin, 2012; Boell et al., 2016). Remote work and the increased risk of social isolation have been linked to reduced wellbeing and poor performance (Marshall et al., 2007). Furthermore, social isolation and psychological distress mutually affect each other over time, which may induce a negative spiral (Van Zoonen and Sivunen, 2022), specifically for remote workers.

Positive leadership evokes positive feelings in followers (Lilius et al., 2008; Cameron and Plews, 2012). Positive behaviors of leaders may provide rays of sunlight on a dark day, especially for remote workers. Given their proneness to social isolation and detachment, it is expected that for remote workers (more than for office workers), positive interactions with their leaders show them that they are a valuable contribution to the organization and that they are an appreciated part of a workgroup. Positive leadership is invigorating and it may be exactly what remote workers need to remain happy and healthy while doing their job. This is not to deny that office workers also need to feel valued. Yet, by being in the office, office workers have more opportunities to observe their leaders for behavioral cues and they may therefore have less need for explicit confirmations, such as provided by positive leadership. Hence, it is likely that the positive relationship between positive leadership and vigor is particularly strong for remote workers (as compared to office workers).


Hypothesis 2: Remote working moderates the positive relationship between positive leadership and vigor, such that this relationship is strengthened for remote workers.
 



2.3. Leader-follower relationship tenure

Leader-follower relationship tenure reflects the duration of the work relationship between a leader and his/her follower and is often associated with leader–follower relationship quality (Guarana and Barnes, 2017). The strength of the leader-follower exchange relationship increases over time (Guarana and Barnes, 2017). When leader-follower relationship tenure is short, leaders and followers are not familiar with each other, which changes when tenure increases and the social exchange relationship becomes stronger (Dienesch and Liden, 1986; Guarana and Barnes, 2017). Long-lasting work relationships are characterized by mutual trust and understanding (Dienesch and Liden, 1986). Leaders in long-lasting leader-follower relationships have a good knowledge about their followers and what makes them tick. Later in the relationship (i.e., at a higher tenure), leaders and followers have a wide set of observations of each other by which they can evaluate the stability of emotional cues, making it easier for leaders to influence these followers. Therefore, leader-follower relationship tenure is expected to further strengthen the moderating effect of remote work on the positive leadership–vigor relationship.

When leader-follower relationship tenure is high, it is expected that positive leadership relates more strongly positive to vigor for remote workers than for office workers. Remote workers are expected to need extra confirmation that their performance is up to par and that they are fulfilling their leaders’ expectations (because of their otherwise social isolation). The positive leadership behaviors (compliments, thanking, and cheering up) provide such confirmations for them. On-site workers with a long dyad tenure may have less need for such explicit confirmations as they may pick them up from less explicit gestures and eye-contact with their leader on-site.

In contrast, when leader-follower relationship tenure is low, no significant difference is expected to be found between remote workers and office workers with respect to the positive leadership-vigor relationship. The justification being that the duration of the leader-follower relationship has been too short for leaders to be able to evaluate stability of emotional cues of office workers and remote workers alike.

In other words, the effect of positive leadership on followers’ vigor is expected to be especially strong for employees who work from home and have a long-lasting work relationship with their leader. That is, a three-way interaction between positive leadership, remote work, and leader-follower relationship tenure may exist.


Hypothesis 3: The relationship between positive leadership and vigor is dependent on the interaction effect between remote working and leader-follower relationship tenure. Specifically, given high leader-follower relationship tenure and high levels of remote working, the relationship between positive leadership and vigor becomes more positive, compared to the relationship for individuals with low levels of remote working.
 

Figure 1 summarizes all hypothesized relationships.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.





3. Methods


3.1. Sample

Data were gathered in two waves by using the online open-source survey platform LimeSurvey. In the study, 186 employees from various Dutch and Flemish organizations participated. They represented the follower-side in a leader-follower dyad. For the goal of this study, participants filled out two questionnaires, 7 weeks apart. At the first measurement point (T1), data were collected among followers about the perceived leadership behaviors that were shown by their own leader. In this wave also, self-reported data were gathered from employees about whether they have been working from home more than usual due to COVID-19 and its effects on their work. Furthermore, data were collected about the tenure of followers’ work relationship with their leader. Data about the dependent variable, followers’ vigor, were collected at the second measurement point (T2). The Ethics Committee of the researcher’s university approved the study. Informed consent was provided by the participants in the study and a number of procedures were employed to limit common method bias, including pseudonymization, request for honest answers, and the opportunity to stop anytime without the need to provide a reason.

The choice for a 7-week time interval was partly based on established conduct and partly on practical reasons. Other studies capturing behavioral outcomes have used a similar lag (e.g., Cui et al., 2008; Vasey et al., 2014) and have shown that a lag of several weeks is appropriate for extracting information on behavioral patterns (Cui et al., 2008). A 7-week delay between measurements reduces the likelihood that responses given in the first measurement will be remembered and influence responses in the second measurement. There was also a practical reason. The design of the timeline for this study was influenced by the restricted possibilities for respondents of accessing the survey tool.

Two inclusion criteria were employed when selecting respondents for the sample. First, inclusion depended on whether there was a hierarchical leadership relation between the leader and the follower in the dyad. Second, given that the survey was in Dutch, inclusion depended on mastery of the Dutch language.

In total, 246 followers were invited to participate in the study. At the first measurement point, 218 followers completed the questionnaire. After the second wave of data collection, the final sample consisted of 186 followers who filled in the survey on both measurement points (T1 and T2). In this dataset, 57.9% of followers were female. On average, followers were 42.7 years old (SD = 12.6) and more than 50% of followers had a bachelor degree or higher.

Respondents were recruited from a multitude of sectors and from organizations of various sizes. For 163 respondents, information about sector and size of the organization was disclosed in the survey. The three most represented sectors are healthcare (27%), financial services (21%), and manufacturing (18%). Most respondents work in large companies with more than 1,000 employees (63%), but also smaller organizations with between 0 and 99 employees are represented in the sample (9%), as well as middle-sized companies (100 to 499 employees: 15%; 500 to 999 employees: 12%).



3.2. Measures

Validated scales from prior studies were used to assess the key variables in the current study. Items originating from English scales were translated into Dutch by adopting the back-translation procedure recommended by Brislin (1986).


3.2.1. Positive leadership

At the first measurement (T1), positive leadership was measured by a 5-item scale, validated by Kelloway et al. (2013). Participants were asked to reflect on the past months of work and to indicate how often their supervisor had displayed positive leadership behaviors. An example item is “My leader praised me for my job performance.” Each item was rated on a 5-point scale with higher scores representing a higher frequency of the specific leader behavior. Reliability of the scale was assessed using McDonald’s (1999) omega (ω) in addition to Cronbach’s alpha (α). The reliability analysis showed good internal reliability of the vigor scale (ω = 0.90, α = 0.90).



3.2.2. Working from home

Respondents were asked whether they were working completely from home, or working from home more than usual because of (the aftermath of) COVID-19 (T1). Respondents could answer “yes” (coded “1”) or “no” (coded “2”).



3.2.3. Tenure of the leader-follower relationship

Following Vasquez et al. (2021), leader–follower relationship tenure was measured using the single item “How long have you been working with your current leader?.” Answer categories ranged from “less than one year” (coded “1”) to “more than four years” (coded “5”).



3.2.4. Vigor

At the second measurement (T2), vigor was assessed using the vigor dimension (3 items) of the 9-item Dutch Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES, or UBES in Dutch; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004b; ω = 0.83, α = 0.83). An example item is “At my work, I feel bursting with energy.” Each item was rated on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Previous studies have extensively used this scale and confirmed its validity and reliability (Schaufeli et al., 2006; Seppälä et al., 2009).



3.2.5. Control variables

Several control variables were assessed, as prior studies have indicated that the demographic background of employees may explain some of the variance in their levels of energy (e.g., Bakker et al., 2005). Respondents were asked to report their year of birth and their gender (coded 0 for male and 1 for female). Education level was evaluated using six levels common to the Dutch and Flemish educational systems (1 = basic education; 2 = high school; 3 = applied education; 4 = higher applied education; 5 = university degree; 6 = PhD).




3.3. Analytical strategy

The hypotheses were analyzed using Jamovi open-source software (The Jamovi project, 2022), as well as R Studio (R Core Team, 2021) and various R-packages, including lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) and the Process function for R (Hayes, 2021). Collinearity statistics for the independent variables were calculated. All Variance Inflated Factors (VIFs) were well below the recommended threshold of four (Hair et al., 2017). Model fit was assessed by means of a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). When all items of the core model variables were included in a four-factor model, the following fit measures were generated: χ2 = 80; df = 31; RMSEA = 0.09; CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.92, indicating an acceptable fit. The four-factor model fit is preferable over the fit of the one-factor specification of the model (χ2 = 280; df = 35; RMSEA = 0.19; CFI = 0.71; TLI = 0.63). Regression and moderation analyses were used to test the hypotheses. The moderation models were analyzed, using 10,000 bootstrap samples. Following conventional procedures (Aiken et al., 1991), to enhance the interpretability of the analyses, continuous predictor variables were mean-centered prior to constructing the interaction terms for the moderation analyses.




4. Results

Table 1 summarizes the means, standard deviations, and correlations between the main variables in the study. All correlations were below the threshold of 0.70 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001), indicating that a presence of multicollinearity in the dataset is unlikely. Age and education level are negatively associated with vigor, which is in line with findings from previous studies (Bakker et al., 2005).



TABLE 1 Correlation matrix.
[image: Table1]

Table 2 presents the results from the regression and moderation analyses. Model 1 shows the results of the multiple regression of the model variables. It includes the control variables age and education level (n = 169), as these controls were flagged in the correlation analysis as having a positive relationship with vigor. The analysis indicates a direct positive association between positive leadership and vigor (b = 0.18; p = 0.000), thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. Given the limited size of the sample (n = 169) and the insignificance of education level as a control variable in Model 1, as well as the small effect size of the correlation between age and vigor in the correlation matrix (r = 0.231), it was decided to exclude this control variable in further model specifications, to improve the power of the analyses. Hereby, the underlying study adheres to recommendations of Bernerth and Aguinis (2016) as well as Becker (2005) about parsimonious use of control variables. Including education level as a second control variable reduces the power of the analyses and could limit the possibility of finding significant effects in de moderation analyses (Becker, 2005; Bernerth and Aguinis, 2016). Therefore, the second model (Model 2) only includes age as a control (n = 177). The positive direct relationship between positive leadership and vigor is nuanced as soon as the interaction effects are added to the model specification, which are needed to test Hypotheses 2 and 3. Model 2 in Table 2 reports a positive and significant two-way interaction between remote work and positive leadership, which supports Hypothesis 2. Also, a positive and significant three-way interaction was reported (Model 3), which is supportive of Hypothesis 3. Model 4 shows the results of a model without control variables (n = 186). Results differ only slightly across models with respect to effect sizes. However, the three-way interaction gains in significance when age is excluded from the model specification (Model 4 vs. Model 3). The pattern of results of the various analyses suggests that Model 3 can be considered the best reflection of the findings, as age has been shown to be a small, though significant, predictor of vigor.



TABLE 2 Results of multiple regression analyses predicting vigor.
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Models 2 and 3 indicate significant two-way and three-way interactions. Given these significant interactions, a simple slope analysis has been performed for Model 3. Simple slopes were tested for low (one standard deviation below the mean), moderate (mean), and high (one standard deviation above the mean) levels of the moderators, as recommended by Aiken et al. (1991). In Figure 2, the three-way interaction was plotted using the R package sjPlot (Gelman, 2008), which provides an illustration of the interaction effects. The left panel in Figure 2 shows the interaction between remote work and positive leadership for an average level of leader-follower relationship tenure. In essence, this panel reflects the two-way interaction between remote work and positive leadership. The middle panel in Figure 2 shows the three-way interaction for low (one standard deviation below the mean) values of leader-follower relationship tenure. The two regression lines all but overlap. However, when looking at the right panel in Figure 2, which reflects the situation at high (one standard deviation above the mean) levels of leader-follower relationship tenure, it can clearly be seen that the regression lines differ for working remotely from home (blue, upward-sloping line) and not working remotely from home (red, downward-sloping line). This finding supports Hypothesis 3, which poses that remote workers experience a stronger positive relationship between positive leadership and vigor than workers who do not work remotely (more than before the pandemic).
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FIGURE 2
 Three-way interaction (positive leadership × working from home × leader-follower relationship tenure) on the relationship between positive leadership behaviors and vigor. LMXT.E1 denotes leader-follower relationship tenure; Working from home “yes” is coded “1,” “no” is coded “2.”




5. Discussion

While various studies have explored the relationship between leadership and wellbeing of employees at work, the plausible effect of leader positivity has not been captured in previous empirical studies. The current study focused on the relationship between positive leadership behaviors and one important aspect of employee wellbeing, namely vigor. Vigor reflects feelings of psychological energy and physical strength (Shirom, 2011). The results of the present study indicate that positive leadership indeed is positively associated with vigor, and this positive relationship is especially strong for followers who are working remotely from home (more than before the pandemic). Moreover, the moderating effect of remote work is further enhanced for followers who experience a long leader-follower relationship tenure.

The results of this study generate several theoretical and practical implications. First, the present study contributes to studies in the line of positive psychology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Specifically, this study contributes to broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), by investigating positive leadership behaviors and their association with employee wellbeing (vigor). Where previous studies have associated employees’ positive affective states with the development of personal resources that are vital for employee wellbeing (Fredrickson, 2001), the present study explicitly provides evidence of positive leadership behaviors and the conditions under which these behaviors are associated with employee wellbeing (i.e., vigor). In this way, the present study extends current knowledge about antecedents of vigor (Fritz et al., 2011; Shirom, 2011). Positive leadership focuses on increasing positive work experiences for employees (Kelloway et al., 2013). This notion is supported by the findings of the current study that indicate that positive leadership behaviors indeed are positively associated with follower vigor (Hypothesis 1).

Second, by exploring conditions under which positive leadership behaviors are associated with vigor, this study responds to recent calls for leadership research that addresses the changing organization of work, which includes the accelerated uptake of flexible work arrangements (Coun, 2021; Foss, 2021), and which may imply an increased focus on individual objectives and rewards (Foss, 2021), thereby intensifying the importance of the leader-follower relationship (Spicer, 2020). The present study shows that specifically remote workers’ vigor (as compared to on-site workers’ vigor) benefits from positive leadership behaviors. The positive events generated by leaders are especially advantageous for followers who are less in the office than before the pandemic and may be susceptible to negative and depressive thoughts induced by their social isolation from work. To that account, the left panel in Figure 2 shows the situation under average levels of dyad tenure. As evidenced by the red horizontal line, positive leadership behavior does not seem to affect follower vigor of employees who have not increased the amount of working from home due to the pandemic. Only remote workers experience a significant positive association, as evidenced by the blue upward-sloping line (supportive of Hypothesis 2). Notably, the underlying study did not include information about the actual number of days that participants were working from home prior to the pandemic. If participants prior to the pandemic were not working from home at all, the pandemic may have instigated an especially intense adaptation process. The positive events generated by leaders may be particularly advantageous for followers who underwent such an intense adaptation (from 5 days in the office to remote working) and who may be especially susceptible to negative and depressive thoughts induced by their (sudden) social isolation from work. Future research is needed to explore whether empirical evidence of such an effect can be found.

Analyses for Hypothesis 3 indicate that the situation is even more nuanced than was thought on basis of the results found with respect to Hypothesis 2. Figure 2 shows the importance of taking into account the leader-follower relationship tenure (Hypothesis 3). The middle panel reveals that under low leader-follower relationship tenure, the relationship between positive leadership and vigor is equally strong and positive for remote workers and on-site workers. Though, under high leader-follower relationship tenure (right panel in Figure 2), a clear difference becomes visible between remote and on-site workers (upward-sloping blue line vs. downward-sloping red line). This pattern of results can be interpreted as follows. At the early stages of the leader-follower relationship, positive leadership behaviors help increase the vigor of all employees (working remotely or on-site) as evidenced by the middle panel in Figure 2. Followers with long-lasting work relationships with their leader only profit from their leader’s positive behaviors when working remotely (right panel in Figure 2, upward-sloping blue line). Apparently, remote workers need confirmation that their performance is up to par and they are fulfilling their leaders’ expectations. The positive leadership behaviors (compliments, thanking, cheering up) provide such confirmations for them. On-site workers (with a long dyad-tenure, signified by the downward-sloping red line in the right panel of Figure 2) may have less need for such explicit confirmations as they may pick them up from less explicit gestures and eye-contact with their leader on-site. This reasoning is consistent with social learning theory (Bandura, 1997; Walumbwa et al., 2010), which states that followers often employ observational learning, i.e., followers observe their leaders for behavioral cues about what is expected from them. It is likely that remote workers have only a limited opportunity to observe these cues while working remotely. Explicit positive leadership behaviors fill this need and thereby induce vigor in remote workers with a long relationship tenure. The difference with regard to on-site workers (red upward-sloping line vs. red downward-sloping line in the middle and right panel of Figure 2) can be similarly explained. On-site workers with a long-standing work relationship with their leader (right panel, downward-sloping red line) can more easily evaluate their leaders implicit cues than on-site workers with a short dyad tenure (middle panel, upward-sloping red line), making it easier for them to interpret these implicit cues. The explicit cues provided by positive leadership behaviors may be felt as superfluous and even irritating, thereby depleting their resources (vigor) instead of feeding them. Supporting this notion are studies that have shown that too much of a good thing can be bad (Pierce and Aguinis, 2013; Busse et al., 2016).



6. Practical implications

The current study’s findings provide insights and practical guidelines to organizations and their leaders regarding the question as to how employees can be supported to enhance their vigor and energy levels, thereby supporting their wellbeing at work. The study provides evidence showing that positive leadership behaviors are positively related to employee vigor. Such positive leadership behaviors consist of praising followers, individual performance, personally thanking followers, cheering them up, and helping them with specified tasks. All of these leader behaviors are concrete and easy to operationalize in a work-setting. Human resource management departments could organize training sessions for leaders targeted at further developing their positive leadership behaviors.

The development of relationship-building behaviors may also be included in such trainings, as the present study indicated the positive working of leader-follower relationship tenure. Dyad tenure in itself is not easy to influence, but relationship-building skills are expected to positively affect the leader-follower dyadic relationship (Palanski and Yammarino, 2011) and such skills have been shown to be positively related to vigor (Carmeli et al., 2009).

This study’s findings show that especially workers who are working remotely (more than before) are benefiting from positive leadership. Organizations could offer their group of remote workers possibilities for engaging with a vitaly coach, who specifically provides emotional support and fills the gap that potentially is left by a leader. Such interactions focused on coping and increasing personal resources are likely to alleviate stress during remote work and has been found to enhance psychological wellbeing (Kaslow et al., 2020).



7. Limitations

Some limitations need to be acknowledged. Firstly, although transformational leadership behaviors have been shown to conceptually differ from positive leadership behaviors, Kelloway et al. (2013) have suggested that positive leadership may act as a partial substitute for transformational leadership behaviors in cases when transformational leadership behaviors are absent. Future studies may want to include transformational leadership behaviors as well as positive leadership behaviors to explore their joint effect on follower vigor. Relatedly, the data used for this study did not provide information about social relationships of employees next to their work relationship with their leader. It may be the case that some employees experienced a boost (or drop) in their (workplace) vigor because of their social relationships with colleagues or friends and family. Social relationships with others is a relevant construct to consider in future research, as social relationships may also explain part of the variance in employee vigor. Furthermore, while the present study provides evidence of the positive relationship between positive leadership and vigor, this is not to deny that leadership behaviors aimed at increasing followers’ vigor could potentially have drawbacks for employees. Leaders who know how to increase their followers’ vigor could potentially misuse these abilities and as an effect disengage and frustrate their followers (Nikolova et al., 2021). The present study did not investigate whether positive leadership can also have such negative effects on employees, for example in terms of increasing burnout. Future studies may want to include not only measures of positive work outcomes (vigor, wellbeing), but also negative work outcomes (frustration, disengagement, and burnout) to check for possible downsides of positive leadership.

Secondly, by studying the conditions under which positive leadership is related to follower vigor, it is implicitly assumed that certain leader behaviors are instrumental to follower behavior. Alternative leadership approaches, such as authentic leadership, advocate that leaders influence followers through positive modeling (Adams et al., 2020), which may increase followers’ vigor as well. Authentic leaders are self-aware, understand their own strengths and weaknesses, and are able to regulate their behavior to reflect their own norms and values (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Ilies et al., 2005; Adams et al., 2020). Studies in this line focus on personal qualities and characteristics of leaders (Adams et al., 2020), which may or may not manifest in positive leader behaviors and which, in turn, may or may not be mirrored by followers. In the present study, a more direct approach is chosen that explicitly focuses on how leaders relate to their followers, in terms of praising and thanking them (Kelloway et al., 2013). Future studies may want to investigate trickle-down effects (Masterson, 2001; Wo et al., 2019) and leader-follower interdependence models as a way to gain insight into alternative ways to influence followers’ vigor.

Thirdly, with regard to the positive leadership scale, the present study slightly adapted the original phrasing of Kelloway et al. (2013), who asked respondents to reflect on the past 4 months, while in the underlying study, participants were asked to reflect on the past months of work. It would have been preferable to have indicated a specific number of months, although arguably results from a reflection by participants on the past months may not differ much from a reflection on the past 4 months. Nevertheless, future studies are advised to denote a specific number of months while adopting the positive leadership scale.

Finally, this study incorporated multiple waves of data gathering. Consequently, the final sample size is quite limited, which may have affected the power of the analyses and the accuracy of the estimates (Shadish et al., 2002). Nevertheless, a multi-wave study design allows for more rigorous testing of hypotheses than a cross-sectional study design. By having a 7-week time lag between evaluating the dependent and independent variables, the study adheres to Podsakoff et al.’s (2003) recommendations for reducing various method biases through a time-lagged study design. Further studies into positive leadership behaviors and vigor are advised to pursue large multi-wave samples in order to overcome power issues.

These limitations aside, the present study’s findings have advanced current understandings about whether and under what conditions positive leadership behaviors are associated with employee psychological energy, i.e., vigor.
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The COVID-19 pandemic generated unprecedented challenges for social and organizational life. We set out to explore how empowering leadership and leadership support were affected as a result of the team-based organization starting to implement flexible and remote work practices after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. We collected data in a cross-lagged design and used the two-condition MEMORE mediation procedure to analyze data on work satisfaction and team effectiveness obtained just before and immediately after the COVID-19 outbreak in 34 organizational teams. Our results show that the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly impact perceptions of empowering leadership or perceived leadership support. However, teams that experienced changes in empowering leadership also reported proportional changes in work satisfaction and effectiveness. Finally, we show that the association between empowering leadership and leadership support, on the one hand, and work satisfaction in teams, on the other hand, is moderated by team size, such that the strength of the association is higher in small rather than large organizational teams. We conclude by arguing that the team-based organization absorbed well the impact and disruptions associated with the COVID-19 outbreak. We also stress the role of empowering leadership as a driver of work satisfaction and the effectiveness of organizational teams.
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1. Introduction

As the COVID-19 outbreak spread across the world, many organizations had to implement flexible and remote work practices almost instantly and on a large scale. In this respect, the pandemic imposed increased pressure on employees working in organizations and teams, suddenly having to work at home full-time (Pluut and Wonders, 2020). This generated multiple challenges in terms of integrating family and work life in the home domain (Nikolova et al., 2021; Ratiu et al., 2022), yet also raised relational challenges for the way organizational teams planned and coordinated their actions (Contreras et al., 2020; Blanchard, 2021; Karl et al., 2022).

In a similar vein, leaders and managers were suddenly confronted with the challenge of leading from a distance in this new setting and attempting to fulfill leadership functions via online communication tools (Contreras et al., 2020; Chamakiotis et al., 2021; Coun et al., 2021). Both leaders and followers had to adapt to the new relational context, which created challenges for the quality of social exchanges and the provision of social support. On the one hand, followers needed more than ever support from their leaders and empowerment to adapt to the new working conditions, while, on the other hand, leaders often struggled to find effective ways to fulfill their roles.

We set out to explore how changes in the empowering leadership behaviors and leadership support triggered by the flexible and remote working during the COVID-19 outbreak affected work satisfaction and the effectiveness of organizational teams. Empowering leadership in teams involves delegating authority to and sharing power with the team members, stimulating participation in decision–making, offering support, and fostering autonomy in making decisions and performing tasks (Lee et al., 2018; Wang, 2022). Leadership support is a form of social support that includes instrumental (provision of advice and assistance in task accomplishment) and emotional (in terms of resolving conflicts at work or dealing with work strain) help that leaders offer to their followers (Contreras et al., 2020; Tummers and Bakker, 2021; Muntean et al., 2022). Research to date has not directly explored at the team level how changes in empowering leadership and leadership support due to the COVID-19 outbreak impact these team outcomes. We fill in this gap by using the results of a survey aimed at evaluating team dynamics in a large organization, to test the changes induced by the COVID-19 outbreak on perceived empowering leadership and supportive behaviors and indirectly on work satisfaction and effectiveness in teams. In this way, our article presents one of the first empirical attempts to directly test the influence of the COVID-19 outbreak and remote working prescriptions on the interplay between leadership behaviors, leadership support, and team outcomes.



2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses

With the COVID-19 outbreak, many organizations had to implement flexible and remote work practices almost instantly and on a large scale. This sudden change raised challenges not only for the organization as a whole but also for teams (Blanchard, 2021; Garro-Abarca et al., 2021) and individuals (Ratiu et al., 2022). At an individual level, beyond the ruminations related to the COVID-19 threat to personal wellbeing (Nikolova et al., 2021), employees quickly had to cope with combining work and private life in a full-time at-home setting, triggering pressures for employees and families (Pluut and Wonders, 2020). Work satisfaction refers to a set of evaluative cognitions related to the work environment that reflect a positive (cognitive) outlook toward the job and predominantly positive emotions experienced at work by employees (Horoub and Zargar, 2022). At the individual level, work satisfaction is one of the key indicators of wellbeing at work, as driven by empowering and participative leadership (Tummers and Bakker, 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Overall, teams were challenged to quickly adapt and find ways of effectively working together, now fully online. Team effectiveness is a multidimensional construct that captures the outcomes of team functioning in terms of productivity and viability (Mathieu et al., 2008), and these dimensions were certainly impacted by the change in work practices triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic (Edelmann et al., 2020; Blanchard, 2021; Garro-Abarca et al., 2021). Certainly, technology played a huge part in facilitating work and coping with the pandemic outbreak, but work practices, communication, and collaboration also had to be adapted to the new conditions (Blanchard, 2021). With such changes, team effectiveness and individual work satisfaction were also severely challenged and threatened. Considering the scale and immediacy of the global pandemic, we expect the COVID-19 crisis and its challenges for work settings to decrease work satisfaction and team effectiveness. Therefore, we hypothesize that,

Hypothesis 1: The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic decreased work satisfaction in organizational teams.

Hypothesis 2: Remote working established during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic decreased team effectiveness.

Modern organizations increasingly rely on teams and multiteam systems to perform effectively and stimulate autonomous work (Meslec et al., 2023), and they tend to change their leadership approaches from hierarchical forms to more participative and empowering ones. Leadership support is a key antecedent for the effectiveness of organizational teams as it impacts job crafting and is a key job resource for employees (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Fodor et al., 2021; Tummers and Bakker, 2021). In particular, empowering leadership and leadership support are job resources that ultimately translate into employee satisfaction and team effectiveness (Tummers and Bakker, 2021; Wang et al., 2022). Empowering leadership focuses on distributing power to employees and creating conditions for autonomous work with the goal of increasing motivation and effectiveness at work (Lee et al., 2018; Horoub and Zargar, 2022). Organizations and teams using empowering initiatives perform better than those relying on more traditional hierarchical structures, indicating an important need for empowering leadership in modern work settings, especially when using teams (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). Meta-analytic evidence shows that empowering leadership is beneficial for work performance and creativity at the individual level as well as at the team level of analysis (Lee et al., 2018). Empowering leadership also influences employee attitudes and fosters job satisfaction (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015; Horoub and Zargar, 2022). Furthermore, empowering leadership has been identified as a dominant modern perspective in team leadership and one of the key antecedents of team effectiveness (van Knippenberg et al., 2021), as it drives team meaningfulness (Lisak et al., 2022) and constructive deviance (Wang, 2022). Furthermore, the meta-analytic study by Lee et al. (2018) showed that the beneficial effects of empowering leadership are channeled through psychological empowerment, trust in the leader, and the quality of leader-member interactions and exchanges.

As the COVID-19 outbreak also generated challenges for leaders and managers in modern workplaces and their empowering leadership (Lisak et al., 2022; Wang, 2022; Wang et al., 2022), we expect that changes in empowering leadership practices during COVID-19 indirectly impacted team effectiveness and work satisfaction. A recent study that explored the relationship between empowering leadership and innovative work behaviors of employees after the COVID-19 outbreak showed that work-related flow mediated the association between empowering leadership and innovative work behavior (Coun et al., 2021). However, this study did not directly evaluate changes in empowering leadership practices triggered by the COVID-19 outbreak. As we stated before, we expect that empowering leadership practices will become less effective as interactions become mediated by virtual communication. Furthermore, we believe that the flexible and online work generated challenges in providing much-needed leadership support and ultimately reduced the satisfaction and effectiveness of organizational teams. To summarize, we expect that the possible detrimental effects of online work on work satisfaction and effectiveness in teams can be explained by the reduced quality of interactions with the leaders, diminishing leadership support, and the likely effectiveness of empowering leadership practices.

Hypothesis 3: Change in empowering leadership and leadership support during the COVID-19 outbreak explain decreased work satisfaction in organizational teams.

Hypothesis 4: Change in empowering leadership and leadership support during the COVID-19 outbreak explain decreased team effectiveness.

The shift from face-to-face meetings, including spontaneous unplanned ones to online pre-planned meetings during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic generated important challenges for the development of team processes, mutual social support, cohesion, and entitativity of organizational teams (Blanchard, 2021). During the pandemic, team members lost the benefits of the spontaneous meetings and the social support they received at work, with a possible pervasive impact on work satisfaction in teams. Furthermore, the entitativity (the shared perception that the team is a unitary social entity) of teams was negatively affected by the transition to online interactions, with potential detrimental effects on work satisfaction (Blanchard, 2021). Given these arguments, we expect that smaller teams are more effective at rallying their relational resources to cope better with the diminishing social support and the dilution of entitativity generated by the transition to online working, while larger teams may experience difficulties in preserving their relational synergy. We have argued that COVID-19 and the transition to online working imposed constraints on empowering teams and we expect that the benefits of empowering leadership for work satisfaction in teams are preserved in small rather than in large teams. We expect that small teams will be more effective in coping with such a decrease in empowering leadership, as in small teams, members are more likely to effectively provide social support and maintain wellbeing at work in the team as compared to members in large teams.

Previous research already showed that team size influences the relationship between group performance and team leadership. One of the theoretical explanations for the differential effects of leadership depending on team size is the Social Impact Theory (Latané, 1981). Latané's psychosocial principle of “division of impact” predicts the dilution of leaders' social influence with the number of targets, that is, the members of the team. Furthermore, O'Connell et al. (2002) put forward a “contextualist” perspective of leadership, according to which leadership effectiveness is influenced by contextual factors such as team design and size. To summarize, these two explanations rely on the division and diffusion of leadership impact as the group size increases. In their discussion of differences between larger and smaller teams on technical tasks and creative tasks, Karriker et al. (2017) argued that the logistics of small teams are easier to manage. They also add that the relationship between smaller teams and improved goal attainment can be explained in light of the higher frequency of communication that occurs in these smaller teams. This increased communication frequency can reduce group conflict and support higher levels of shared understanding of the end goal (Karriker et al., 2017).

Smaller teams also develop more effective coordination processes, as it is easier for a few rather than many members to effectively synchronize their actions in a synergetic manner (Curşeu et al., 2017). Furthermore, the transition to online meetings generated important constraints in planning and organizing team meetings (Blanchard, 2021), yet such challenges are expected to be less impactful in smaller teams than in larger teams. We argued that change in empowering leadership triggers proportional changes in team effectiveness, and in line with the above arguments, we argue that team size moderates this association such that smaller teams are better able to cope with the process losses associated with the transition to online meetings after the COVID-19 outbreak. Therefore, we hypothesize that,

Hypothesis 5: Team size attenuates the association between change in empowering leadership and leadership support due to the COVID-19 outbreak on the one hand and change in work satisfaction in organizational teams on the other hand.

Hypothesis 6: Team size attenuates the association between change in empowering leadership and leadership support due to the COVID-19 outbreak on the one hand and change in team effectiveness on the other hand.



3. Methods


3.1. Sample and procedure

Our study is based on a cross-lagged design and was conducted in a large organization that initiated a team-based reorganization of work and the implementation of multiteam systems in 2019, with the initial aim to survey the changes triggered by this reorganization. The first wave of data collection among 34 organizational teams took place in January 2020 in a face-to-face, on-premise work setting. The second wave of data collection took place after the COVID-19 outbreak in June 2020 in a fully online work setting. This study is based on the differences observed for these 34 teams during these two data collection moments.

Participants were asked to fill in a survey evaluating different aspects of teamwork and work satisfaction, while team leaders were asked to evaluate team effectiveness on three main dimensions, namely, performance, innovation, and ownership. A total of 177 members (32 women) with an average age of 45.87 years filled in the survey during the first wave, and 125 participants (22 women) with an average age of 48.22 years filled in the survey during the second wave. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and participants could withdraw from the study at any moment if they wished so. As the study documented the implications of team-based reorganization, all employees who were organized in teams across the different value streams in scope were invited to fill in the survey. Data on work satisfaction, empowering leadership, and leadership support were collected from the team members, while data on team effectiveness was collected from the team leaders (consisting of several value stream and team orchestrating roles that could independently evaluate team effectiveness). The scores obtained from team members were aggregated to obtain a team-level score, which we have used for further analyses of the teams for which we had evaluations at both time points. Team size was extracted from the company records. In short, we collected data from multiple sources for the variables included in the model, and all analyses were conducted at the group level.



3.2. Measures

Work satisfaction was evaluated by asking team members to answer two items: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your work in general” (1–7) and “How happy are you feeling in your job in general” (0–10). Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.77 at time 1 and 0.78 at time 2. Given the fact that the items were evaluated using different Likert scales, we have used the dominant Bartlett factor score as an accurate indicator of the underlying work satisfaction component rated with the two items (DiStefano et al., 2009).

Team effectiveness was evaluated by asking team leaders to rate from 1 to 5 the performance, innovativeness, and ownership of each participating team. As the three items refer to different facets of team effectiveness, we have computed the omega reliability index based on factor analysis (Hayes and Coutts, 2020). At time 1, omega was 0.49, with the innovation item loading the least in the dominant factor score, while at time 2, omega was 0.72, with all items loading positively in the dominant factor score. For further analyses, we will use the Bartlett dominant factor score as an accurate index of team effectiveness, considered an underlying factor evaluated by the three ratings provided by the team leaders (DiStefano et al., 2009).

Empowering leadership was evaluated by team members with a single behaviorally anchored rating item, asking the participants to rate the leadership style of their leaders in and around the team on a continuum ranging from very restrictive (1 = provides specific guidelines that limit your choice of action) to empowering leadership (7 = gives autonomy and space to decide on how to perform your work). Therefore, a high score reflects empowering leadership.

Leadership support was evaluated with two items that capture instrumental and emotional support, presented in the study by Muntean et al. (2022), by asking team members to answer the extent to which they receive task-related and relational support from their leaders. The two items were “When I encounter problems around my tasks at work, I get the most help and directions from my manager(s)” and “When I experience relational problems at work, I get the most support from my manager(s)” (answers were recorded on a five-point Likert scale, from 1 = never to 5 = a lot). Cronbach's alpha for this scale was 0.68 for time 1 and 0.78 for time 2. We have further used the Bartlett dominant factor score for the analyses as an accurate indicator of the underlying factor evaluated by these two items (DiStefano et al., 2009).

Team size was evaluated by collecting data from the company records on the total number of members in each organizational team.




4. Results

Our design included two-time measurements, one just before the COVID-19 outbreak and one just after the outbreak, and the introduction of work at home in the organization. Given that we have this major event that occurred between the two waves of data collection, we will use the procedure to test mediation in designs with repeated measures as described in Montoya and Hayes (2017). This procedure allows the test of complex mediation and moderated mediation models in which the change in the dependent variable associated with an external event (the COVID-19 outbreak in our case) can be explained by the change in a mediating variable triggered by or associated with the same event (Montoya and Hayes, 2017; Montoya, 2019). Therefore, we modeled empowering leadership and leadership support as mediators and estimated the extent to which these scores changed at the team level after the COVID-19 outbreak. We also modeled work satisfaction and team effectiveness as dependent variables by estimating the change in these variables triggered by the same external event. We then used the MEMORE 3.0 macro for SPSS version 28 (Montoya, 2022) to analyze the data, using Model 16 that includes the moderating role of team size. The results of the overall moderated mediation analyses are presented in Figure 1 for work satisfaction and Figure 4 for team effectiveness.
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FIGURE 1
 The overall moderated mediation results for change in work satisfaction as a function of change in empowering leadership and leadership support after the COVID-19 outbreak. **p < 0.01; EL, empowering leadership; LS, leadership support; Δempowering leadership, empowering leadership before COVID-19 minus empowering leadership after the COVID-19 outbreak (change in empowering leadership due to COVID-19); Δleadership support, leadership support before the COVID-19 outbreak minus leadership support after the COVID-19 outbreak (change in leadership support due to COVID-19); Δwork satisfaction, work satisfaction before the COVID-19 outbreak minus work satisfaction after the COVID-19 outbreak (change in wellbeing due to COVID-19).


The results of the repeated measures mediation analysis reveal that the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly reduce work satisfaction (effect size = 0.25; SE = 0.16, CIlow = −0.07; CIhigh = 0.58) or team effectiveness (effect size = 0.26; SE = 0.16, CIlow = −0.05; CIhigh = 0.58); therefore, hypotheses 1 and 2 were not supported by the data. Furthermore, the results also reveal that the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly decrease teams' perceptions of empowering leadership (effect size = −0.18; SE = 0.20, CIlow = −0.60; CIhigh = 0.24) or leadership support (effect size = 0.18; SE = 0.16, CIlow = −0.15; CIhigh = 0.50). We can therefore conclude that the detrimental effects expected due to the COVID-19 outbreak did not emerge as hypothesized.

Furthermore, our results revealed a positive and significant effect of change in empowering leadership on change in work satisfaction (effect size = 0.34; SE = 0.11, CIlow = 0.10; CIhigh = 0.56). This direct effect reveals that when empowering leadership increases, so does the work satisfaction reported in the teams. In other words, even though the COVID-19 outbreak did not have a systematic effect on change in empowering leadership, the teams that experienced such a change (due to other factors and circumstances) also reported a proportional change in work satisfaction.

Furthermore, our results reveal significant interaction effects between change in empowering leadership and team size (effect size = −0.14; SE = 0.05, CIlow = −0.24; CIhigh = −0.04), as well as between leadership support and team size (effect size = −0.10; SE = 0.03, CIlow = −0.16; CIhigh = −0.04). The significant interaction effect between change in empowering leadership and team size reveals that the effect of empowering leadership change is positive and significant for small (effect size = 0.91, SE = 0.23, p = 0.0004, CIlow = 0.45; CIhigh = 1.38) and medium-sized teams (effect size = 0.33, SE = 0.11, p = 0.0005, CIlow = 0.11; CIhigh = 0.56), while the effect is negative but not significant for larger teams (effect size = −0.24, SE = 0.22, p = 0.27, CIlow = −0.69; CIhigh = 0.20; see also Figure 2 for the illustration of the slopes).
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FIGURE 2
 The interaction effect between changes in empowering leadership and team size on work satisfaction. ΔEL, change in empowering leadership due to COVID-19; ΔWS, change in work satisfaction due to COVID-19; ELPreCOVID, empowering leadership before the COVID-19 pandemic; ELCOVID, empowering leadership during the initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic; WSPreCOVID, work satisfaction before the COVID-19 pandemic; WSCOVID, work satisfaction during the initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.


The interaction effect between leadership support and team size reveals that the association between change in leadership support and work satisfaction is positive and significant for small-sized teams (effect size = 0.53, SE = 0.20, p = 0.01, CIlow = 0.12; CIhigh = 0.93), it is positive but not significant for average-sized teams (effect size = 0.11, SE = 0.14, p = 0.47, CIlow = −0.19; CIhigh = 0.40), and it is negative and marginally significant for large teams (effect size = −0.32, SE = 0.18, p = 0.09, CIlow = −0.69; CIhigh 0.06; see also the slopes depicted in Figure 3). Given these patterns of results, we can conclude that the moderating role of team size in the relationship between change in empowering leadership and leadership support, on the one hand, and work satisfaction in teams, on the other hand, was supported by the data, lending full support for hypothesis 5.
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FIGURE 3
 The interaction effect between change in leadership support and the team size on work satisfaction. ΔLS, change in leadership support due to COVID-19; ΔWS, change in work satisfaction due to COVID-19; LSPreCOVID, leadership support before the COVID-19 pandemic; LSCOVID, leadership support during the initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic; WSPreCOVID, work satisfaction before the COVID-19 pandemic; WSCOVID, work satisfaction during the initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.


The moderated mediation results for team effectiveness as a dependent variable reveal a similar pattern of results, with the COVID-19 outbreak having no significant effect on any of the changes in the variables included in the model. The only significant effect is the positive association between the change in empowering leadership and the change in team effectiveness (effect size = 0.40, SE = 0.13, p = 0.006, CIlow = 0.12; CIhigh = 0.68), and none of the interaction effects are significant. The overall results of this moderated mediation analysis with repeated measures are presented in Figure 4.
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FIGURE 4
 The overall moderated mediation results for change in team effectiveness as a function of change in empowering leadership and leadership support after the COVID-19 outbreak. **p < 0.01; EL, empowering leadership; LS, leadership support; Δempowering leadership, empowering leadership before COVID-19 minus empowering leadership after the COVID-19 outbreak (change in empowering leadership due to COVID-19); Δleadership support, leadership support before the COVID-19 outbreak minus leadership support after the COVID-19 outbreak (change in leadership support due to COVID-19); Δteam effectiveness, team effectiveness before the COVID-19 outbreak minus team effectiveness after the COVID-19 outbreak (change in team effectiveness due to COVID-19).


Given the fact that the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic did not have the expected detrimental effects (none of its main effects were significant), the mediating effects hypothesized in the third and fourth hypotheses were not supported by the data. Furthermore, as the moderating effects of team size in the relationship between change in empowering leadership and leadership support, on the one hand, and team effectiveness, on the other hand, were not supported (see Figure 4), we can conclude that hypothesis 6 was not supported by the data.



5. Discussion

This study aimed to capture the potential deleterious consequences of the COVID-19 outbreak on work satisfaction and team effectiveness as triggered by diminished empowering leadership and leadership support. We have used data collected before the COVID-19 outbreak and right after the outbreak in an organization that started using multiteam systems as a way of organizing teams. The analysis and results showed three relevant insights.

First, contrary to our expectations, the results of our study showed that in this organization, for the teams in scope, the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly decrease work satisfaction or team effectiveness. Our understanding is that, in this regard, this organization and its teams seemed to have absorbed the shock of the COVID-19 outbreak quite well. The organization implemented an organizational setup based on delegating responsibilities to self-managing teams combined with more empowering leadership approaches to foster ownership and autonomous work. With teams established as a core and versatile unit for organizing work, this organization proceeded by introducing organizational constructs to aggregate multiple teams. The main reason for this organizational design was the pursuit of agility (Bundtzen and Hinrichs, 2021) and optimal use of human resources within the organization (Meslec et al., 2023). Based on the results of our study, we infer that this setup aimed toward agility also brought resilience. Resilience was illustrated by the capacity to handle a very disruptive crisis like the COVID-19 outbreak. Agility and resilience can be seen as two sides of the same coin, both addressing the challenges of increased VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) environments (Bundtzen and Hinrichs, 2021), with agility in a more positive context and resilience in a more negative context. We did not directly evaluate team resilience, but we believe that the lack of disruptive effects in relation to this global threat is indirectly illustrative of resilience.

The results further show that the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly decrease teams' perceptions of empowering leadership. In a similar study on changes in leadership behaviors associated with the COVID-19 outbreak, Stoker et al. (2022) showed that although leaders perceive they delegate more and control less, the employee perceptions are not necessarily aligned with what the leaders report. Much like our results, their study reports that employees do not perceive significant changes in the delegating behaviors of their leaders, but they do perceive a significant decrease in control (Stoker et al., 2022). However, the results of our study show the benefits of empowering leadership for work satisfaction and team effectiveness. These results are fully aligned with the ones reported by Coun et al. (2021), showing that in various stages of the pandemic, empowering leadership practices remained essential for innovative work. Similar results were reported by Siswanti and Muafi (2020), but these studies did not directly test the change in empowering practices triggered by the COVID-19 outbreak. This study addresses the need for more research on empowering leadership and leadership support during organizational and environmental changes (Horoub and Zargar, 2022; Wang et al., 2022) and uses two waves of data collected at the onset of an organizational change and separated by the COVID-19 outbreak to test directly the effects of empowering leadership and leadership support on team outcomes. Although our results show that empowering leadership did not change systematically as a result of the COVID-19 outbreak, when empowering leadership increases, so does the work satisfaction reported in teams. The same effect was found in the positive association between the change in empowering leadership and the change in team effectiveness. It is our understanding that in this organizational setup of teams and multiteam systems, empowering leadership is a positive and influential factor that fosters work satisfaction and drives team effectiveness.

A third important insight provided by the results of our study is the moderating role of team size on the influence of empowering leadership and leadership support on work satisfaction. The results show that the effects of empowering leadership change and leadership support change are positive and significant for small and medium-sized teams, while the effects are negative but not significant for larger teams. These findings are in line with the contextualist view on leadership (O'Connell et al., 2002) and Social Impact Theory (Latané, 1981). According to the Social Impact Theory (Latané, 1981), the effectiveness of social influence attempts decreases with the number of targets; therefore, we believe that such a “division of impact” explains the decreasing association between empowering leadership and leadership support with satisfaction in larger teams. In other words, the strength of the association between leadership support and empowering leadership, on the one hand, and work satisfaction, on the other hand, decreases with the number of team members in the team. In line with the contextualist view on leadership (O'Connell et al., 2002), the impact of empowering leadership and leadership support on satisfaction could also be diffused within the larger teams. Team size is a key design feature constraining the impact of leadership, with a nuanced insight from the results of our study that this applies to work satisfaction in teams but not to their effectiveness.

The three insights generated by the results, as discussed above, have implications for organizations looking for new ways of organizing and changing leadership practices. First, we show that using team-based organizational structures can play an important role in absorbing the effects of a major crisis like COVID-19 with regard to work satisfaction and team effectiveness. This organizational setup with teams as a core building block, aggregated and connected in a setup of multiteam systems, also generates the capability to absorb the impact of an environmental threat and thereby enhances organizational resilience. Second, an empowering leadership style is beneficial in team-based setups for fostering work satisfaction and driving team effectiveness. Finally, our results have implications for team design, as our results show that the beneficial role of empowering leadership for work satisfaction decreases with team size; therefore, managers should devote more attention to large teams in terms of leadership support and empowerment.


5.1. Limitations and future research directions

Our study has a few important limitations. First, the study relied on two data collection moments, and no manipulation for empowering leadership or leadership support was performed; therefore, we cannot draw definite causal conclusions concerning the associations reported in the article. We tested mediation using a repeated measures design, and as a result, we did capture the extent to which changes in empowering leadership and leadership support impact changes in team effectiveness and work satisfaction, but we cannot make definite causal claims about these associations. We join the voices calling for experimental research to disentangle the implications of empowering leadership for team dynamics and outcomes (Tummers and Bakker, 2021; Wang, 2022; Wang et al., 2022). Future studies could manipulate empowering leadership as well as leadership support and place teams in different experimental conditions to explore more directly the effects of these variables on team dynamics and outcomes.

Second, our study was conducted in a single organization that started implementing team-based structures, and as such, our results cannot be generalized to broader organizational settings. It is not unreasonable to assume that empowering leadership may not always be beneficial for team outcomes, especially in teams operating under uncertain or critical conditions in which role ambiguity is high. Empowering leadership fosters autonomy, yet in situations in which role ambiguity is high, empowering leadership could further accentuate role ambiguity and decrease performance (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015; Cheong et al., 2019). Future studies could try to explore the joint influences of empowering leadership and leadership support on team dynamics and outcomes in different teams that operate in volatile environments and have to perform complex tasks with fast-changing demands (such as military or crisis intervention teams). Furthermore, empowering leadership also has dark sides as it can push employees to excessively engage in pro-organizational behavior (Dennerlein and Kirkman, 2022). As pro-organizational behavior in excess has detrimental effects on performance and wellbeing because it increases workload as a job demand (Muntean et al., 2022), future studies could explore the dark sides of empowering leadership in team contexts.

Finally, we have evaluated empowering leadership using a single-item measure, and the reliability of such measures is rather limited. Future studies could use more elaborate and well-established measures of empowering leadership. More comprehensive measures of empowering leadership evaluated different facets (such as coaching, showing concern, leading by example, and participative decision-making; see Arnold et al., 2000), and these dimensions may have differential influences on team dynamics and outcomes. As most of the empirical studies to date have explored empowering leadership as a unidimensional construct (Cheong et al., 2019), future studies could explore the multidimensional influences of empowering leadership in teams.




6. Conclusions

Our study used a cross-lagged design aimed at surveying the implementation of teamwork in a large organization to test a mediation model in which changes in empowering leadership and leadership support triggered by the COVID-19 outbreak explain changes in team effectiveness and satisfaction. The two waves of our survey were separated by the COVID-19 outbreak, such that the first wave of data was collected just before the outbreak and the second wave of data was collected just after the COVID-19 outbreak. We were thus able to test, using mediation for repeated measures, the extent to which the mediation claims were supported.

The results provided three main insights. First, the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly decrease work satisfaction or team effectiveness in this organization. Second, the COVID-19 outbreak did not significantly decrease teams' perceptions of empowering leadership or leadership support. However, results show empowering leadership as a positive and relevant factor in fostering work satisfaction and driving team effectiveness. A third insight concerns team size as a relevant team design feature constraining the impact of empowering leadership on work satisfaction.

Overall, we believe that using teams in an organizational setup absorbed well the disruptive impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the satisfaction and effectiveness of organizational teams. Furthermore, empowering leadership is an important factor in driving work satisfaction and team effectiveness, especially in small- and medium-sized teams, while in large teams, its benefits are lower due to the division and diffusion of leadership impact.
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Introduction: Policymakers, researchers, and practitioners have recently begun treating employability-an individual's ability to possess and continuously adjust and acquire up-to-date competencies, flexibility, adaptability, and openness to change-as crucial to enabling employees to respond to ubiquitous and rapid changes in organizations (e.g., changing tasks and work-related processes). Research into ways to enhance employability, particularly through supervisor leadership, which, for example, facilitates training and competence development, has thus grown in popularity. A review on leadership as an antecedent of employability is both evident and timely. This review thus addresses the question of whether a supervisor's leadership influences employees' employability, and in which contexts and through which mechanisms it does so.

Methods: As preliminary study we conducted a bibliometric analysis (which corroborated employability's recent rise in popularity) and as main study we conducted a systematic literature review. For this, the authors independently searched for articles, which met the inclusion criteria and subsequently were included for full text analysis. The authors also independently used the forward and backward snowballing technique for identifying additional articles which met the inclusion criteria and subsequently were included for full text analysis. The procedure resulted in 17 articles in total.

Results: Most of the articles identified positive relationships among several conceptualizations of supervisor leadership and employee employability, such as transformational leadership and leader-member exchange, and to a lesser extent, servant leadership and perceived supervisor support. This review suggests that such relationships occur across different work contexts, such as educational, SMEs, healthcare, and several other industries, and these contexts also vary geographically.

Discussion: The relationships among supervisor leadership and employee employability are largely explained using a social exchange perspective, which means that the positive influence of leadership on employability is itself influenced by a two-way social exchange relationship between supervisor and employees. The quality of the dyadic relationship between leader and followers thus determines the extent to which leaders offer valuable resources such as training and feedback, which subsequently enhances employees' employability. This review demonstrates that investing in supervisors' leadership is a valuable HRM strategy that fosters employability, and it identifies practical implications that inform policy and practice and sets an agenda for future employability research.
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1. Introduction

Employability, defined as the ability to adjust and acquire up-to-date competencies, and being flexible, adaptable, and open for change (Van der Heijden et al., 2018; Van Harten et al., 2020), has recently attracted policymakers', researchers', and practitioners' attention (OECD, 2019). Employability allows employees to respond to contemporary ubiquitous and rapid changes in organizational environments (e.g., changing tasks and work-related processes; Bozionelos et al., 2016), thus changing job demands. Worldwide megatrends cause various rapid changes, such as ongoing technological innovation (Baptista et al., 2020; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022), hyper-competition (D'Aveni, 1994), aging of the populations, and the COVID-19 pandemic (Rudolph et al., 2020). For example, COVID-19 influenced work-related processes, and employees had to subsequently cope with work-family challenges because work became increasingly organized due to working from home, telecommuting, and virtual teamwork (Rudolph et al., 2020).

Employability helps employees cope with rapidly changing job demands for two reasons. First, employable employees are, by definition, more skilled and flexible than those who are less employable; they climatize quickly to, and even thrive in, new environments (Van der Heijden et al., 2018). Second, employable employees are less likely to develop feelings of job insecurity and panic in reaction to changes; they are confident that they can pursue employment, outside of the current organization if necessary (De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011). Employability contributes to optimal employee functioning (Vanhercke et al., 2014), which subsequently enhances organizational success, for example, in terms of performance (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011) and lower turnover intentions (Nauta et al., 2009). Employability is thus crucial to contemporary employees and employers.

Historical analyses suggest that employability associates with transitions in both the labor market and organizations (Thijssen et al., 2008). Over time, the meaning of employability evolved, resulting in multiple conceptualizations (Forrier and Sels, 2003). The current systematic literature review uses an input-based approach of employability (Vanhercke et al., 2014), focusing on “the subjective perception held by an employee (or by his or her supervisor) about his or her possibilities in terms of competences, to obtain and maintain work” (Van der Heijden et al., 2018, p. 237). Drawing from conceptualizations of employability in human resources management (HRM) and career psychology literature (Fugate et al., 2021), we argue that employability manifests in employer-employee relationships, with employers (e.g., HRM professionals and supervisors) and employees as focal stakeholders. The individual challenge of retaining and enhancing employability is a shared responsibility among employers and employees, and organizations must thus be adaptable since employers are unable to guarantee lifetime job security. Employers focus on employability because it enhances agreements between employers and employees—that is, the psychological contract (Garavan, 1999)—and, as a result, such contracts motivate employees to agreements in the employer-employee relationship (Rousseau, 2004).

The pandemic transformed job demands (e.g., increasement of remote working), consequently employers focus on job resources such as leadership to empower employees so that they are able to respond to challenging post-pandemic job demands (Manuti et al., 2022). Employers seek HRM strategies that enhance employability (Veth et al., 2018), and using such strategies, they facilitate job resources, such as leadership (e.g., contexts), so employees are able to cope with job demands, including, for example, work overload (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Employability as a dual employer-employee responsibility namely suggests an increase of the resources of the organization, which enhances the competitive advantage at the organizational level (Vermeeren and Van der Heijden, 2022), and provides career perpective at the individual level (Van der Heijde et al., 2018). However, despite the obvious benefits of employability to organizations, some employers remain reluctant to invest in employability. De Cuyper and De Witte (2011) evidence the employability paradox, which demonstrates risks to organizations, such as increased turnover intentions. The question, then, is which HRM strategies foster employability. Extant studies suggest that job resources (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017), such as training and development opportunities (Van der Heijden et al., 2009; Froehlich et al., 2015) and job's learning value (Le Blanc et al., 2019), foster employees' employability. Several authors thus stress the urgency of “learning to become employable” (Houben et al., 2019, p. 1). Similarly, supervisors' leadership, as a work-related, contextual factor (e.g., a job resource), also stimulates employability (Clarke and Patrickson, 2008; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019), for example, by empowering followers and facilitating training and competence development (Becker, 1962). Such leadership, as both context and determinant, might contribute to employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014).

From a relational perspective, leadership associates with “a social influence process through which emergent coordination (i.e., evolving social order) and change (e.g., new values, attitudes, approaches, behaviors, and ideologies) are constructed and produced” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 655). This is particularly true because the influences of training and development on employees' employability are also influenced by both leadership and the quality of the relationship between supervisors (e.g., employer or leader) and the employee (Struzyna and Marzec, 2017). From an employer-employee relationship perspective, better understanding of the leadership-employability relationship is paramount (Fugate et al., 2021), especially when talent is scarce and retraining employees is important to employers, and when investing in employability is crucial. A literature review of supervisors' leadership as antecedents to employees' employability enhancement is thus evidently needed (Chughtai, 2019; Wang et al., 2019).

To advance employability research, this review identifies, selects, and evaluates extant studies to report on the state of knowledge (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009) regarding the relationship between supervisors' leadership and employees' employability. To address high-quality reporting, which is “transparent, complete and accurate” (8), this review uses Page et al. (2021)'s Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) to address the research question (Counsell, 1997) of which work contexts and mechanisms influence supervisors' leadership's influence on employees' employability. This review has the potential to inform policy, practice, and research in management and organization studies (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009), especially those related to employability. From both career (i.e., employees) and HRM (employers) perspectives, it is important to synthesize the findings in extant studies to assess for consistency (Petticrew, 2001). This literature review is first to synthesize empirical findings on relationships between supervisors' leadership and employees' employability, and it therefore represents a valuable contribution to employability literature.



2. Overview of studies

A triangulation approach was used to enhance the consistency of findings, and subsequently to increase the review's validity (Saunders et al., 2012). We, therefore, began with explorative quantitively bibliometric analysis. We retrospectively report on publication-related metric total publications (TP) on two topics—employability and both leadership and employability. We then map these topics as they relate to employability, and we are thus able to identify research gaps in the literature (Donthu et al., 2021). Research gaps are relevant as a starting point when reporting on the current state of research on a topic in the form of a literature review, which additionally includes recommendations for future research. As the main study, a qualitative systematic literature review (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009) is used to search for and synthesize peer-reviewed Dutch and English studies systematically and subsequently report on the present state of knowledge on the relationship between leadership and employability. Both methodologies allow a systematical, explicit, and replicable (Fink, 2005) investigation of employability literature.


2.1. Preliminary study: bibliometric analysis
 
2.1.1. Methodology

During December 2021, we began with a manual qualitative literature review (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009), and we used a bibliometric methodology to explore the current state of scientific research on employability, particularly the combination of leadership and employability. The purpose was to quantify Chughtai (2019)'s and Wang et al. (2019)'s arguments of research gaps on the relationship between leadership and employability. Bibliometric methodology mitigates researcher bias (Zupic and Cater, 2015) and is thus relevant as a preliminary study to a literature review. The methodology uses quantitative techniques, including, for example, co-occurrence (i.e., co-word) analysis, to identify and analyze large amounts of bibliometric data from scientific databases, such as Web of Science (Broadus, 1987). It extracts bibliometric data (e.g., keywords, journals, and researchers) from scientific databases and it uses them as inputs to allow a researcher to map bibliometric networks using bibliometric software (e.g., VOSviewer; Van Eck and Waltman, 2014; Donthu et al., 2021). Such networks consist of nodes and edges. Nodes represent bibliometric data (e.g., keywords), which depend on a specific analysis (Liao et al., 2018). For example, co-occurrence networks visualize relationships between keywords, and the size of a node represents the frequency of such occurrences in bibliometric data. Edges represent indications and the strength of relationships between nodes (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014).

To discover such indications and the strength of relationships between nodes in a bibliometric network, VOSviewer uses lines to connect nodes. The thickness of a line and the size of a node represent the strength and the occurrence, or co-occurrences, between nodes (e.g., keywords). As a result, a theme-related node forms a thematic cluster. VOSviewer shows nodes that relate to a thematic cluster using color schemes (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014; Donthu et al., 2021). Bibliometric methodology uses two techniques—performance analysis and science mapping (Donthu et al., 2021). Performance analysis considers contributions to a field from research constituents (e.g., authors, topics, and countries) (Cobo et al., 2011), and science mapping analyzes relationships between research constituents (Baker et al., 2021).



2.1.2. Performance analysis

We conducted performance analysis to assess publication-related metric total publications (TP) retrospectively regarding employability and both leadership and employability. These topics associate with keyword searches of an article's title, abstract, and author. We identified bibliometric data and subsequently extracted and analyzed them as output files of the Web of Science (WoS) database using the search string topic “employability,” publication years until year 2022, document types “article,” and language “English” OR “Dutch.” We also used the Web of Science bibliographic database, using search string topic “employability” AND “leadership,” publication years until year 2022, document types “article,” and language “English” OR “Dutch.”



2.1.3. Co-occurrence analysis

We applied a core technique—keyword co-occurrence analysis—for science mapping. We visualized relationships between keywords in a co-occurrence network (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014), which is used commonly in management research (Phulwani et al., 2020). Keyword co-occurrence analysis focuses on actual content (i.e., words) in publications, such as author keywords, words in article titles, and abstracts as a unit of analysis. Co-occurrence refers to the degree to which two keywords are included in an article's keywords, title, and abstract (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014). To identify, extract, and analyze bibliometric data, we searched WoS database using the search string topic “employability,” publication years until year 2022, document types “article,” and language “English” OR “Dutch.” We downloaded the resulting bibliographic data in *.txt format in batches of 1000 publications, which were included for further analysis. To analyze and visualize the bibliometric network, we used data from WoS (e.g., output data) as input data in VOSviewer. We applied all keywords as a unit of analysis and full counts as the counting method to visualize co-occurrence networks of the search string (see Figure 3) (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014). We used 20 as the minimum number of occurrences of a keyword as a threshold, and we did not verify selected keywords further.



2.1.4. Results
 
2.1.4.1. Performance analysis

The search string topic “employability,” publication years until year 2022, document types “article,” and language “English” OR “Dutch,” resulted in 4453 articles, and search string topic “employability” AND “leadership,” publication years until year 2022, document types “article,” and language “English” OR “Dutch,” resulted in 143 articles. Results suggest that education (34.9%; n = 1,556), management (10.4%; n = 465), and applied psychology (9.1%; n = 405) are the best represented categories in WoS for employability and both leadership and employability (education, 36.4%; n = 52; management, 17.5%; n = 25; applied psychology, 13.3%; n = 19). Outcomes from performance analysis appear in Figures 1, 2, which report publication-related metric total publications (TP) year-wise for both topics (Donthu et al., 2021).
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FIGURE 1
 Year-wise number of employability articles (1997–2021). This figure reports the publication trend of scientific articles on the topic of employability to 2022. Data were retrieved from the Web of Science database using the search string: topic “employability,” document type “articles,” language “English” OR “Dutch,” and publication years to 2022.
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FIGURE 2
 Year-wise number of employability and leadership articles (1972–2021). This figure reports the publication trend of scientific articles on the topics of employability and leadership to 2022. Data were retrieved from the Web of Science database using the search string: topic “employability” AND “leadership,” document type “articles,” language “English” OR “Dutch,” and publication years to 2022.




2.1.4.2. Science mapping and co-occurrence analysis

Using VOSviewer, results from co-occurrence analysis on the topic of employability (Figure 3) returned 12,644 keywords, of which 267 met the threshold of 20 as the minimum number of occurrences of a keyword. The 267 keywords were distributed across 4 colored thematic clusters, with 14,134 links and a link strength of 49,482. VOSviewer uses colors to reveal a cluster and links between keywords within a cluster. Results suggest that cluster 1 (red) contained 80 keywords, which focus on education topics (e.g., academic performance and curriculum development), and cluster 2 (green) contained 75 keywords, which associate with work-related topics such as HRM and career development. Cluster 3 (blue) contained 69 keywords related to labor market topics, such as unemployment, and cluster 4 (yellow) contained 43 keywords that focus on health-related topics that relate to employability, such as mental health and depression.
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FIGURE 3
 Co-occurrence network visualization using VOS viewer on the topic of employability. This figure reports the publication trend of scientific articles on the topic of employability to 2022. Data were retrieved from the Web of Science database using the search string: topic “employability,” document type “articles,” language “English” OR “Dutch,” and publication years to 2022.





2.1.5. Conclusion

The performance analysis suggested an increase of research articles on both employability and the combination of employability and leadership, particularly between 2017 and 2022, during which 66.8% (n = 2,973) of articles on employability and 82.5% (n = 118) on employability and leadership were published. Since 2012, the number of employability articles has exceeded 100. Co-occurrence analysis of keywords suggested that employability links to multiple keywords, including leadership (Figure 4).
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FIGURE 4
 Co-occurrence network visualization using VOS viewer on the topic employability, which revealed the employability-leadership link. This figure reports the publication trend of scientific articles on the topic employability to 2022. Data were retrieved from the Web of Science database using the search string: topic “employability,” document type “articles,” language “English” OR “Dutch,” and publication years 2022.


Cluster 1 (red), which comprises education and work-related topics such as students, education, skills, competencies, work experience, and employers, contained both main keywords—leadership and employability. Thus, the link between leadership and employability relates to the aforementioned topics, examining education and work-related topics. From the co-occurrence analysis, we argue that employability researchers focus on major topics such as employment, work, (higher) education, careers, skills, and competencies. From 1972 to 2021, there was an increase to the year-wise number of articles on employability and leadership. However, we are interested in the influence of supervisors' leadership as a job resource, and thus in a work context, on employees' employability. A systematic literature review is thus relevant to revealing the current state of research on the employability-leadership link from an employer-employee perspective, thus within work contexts. We are thus able to identify research gaps and develop an agenda for new research directions to further explore these topics from that perspective.




2.2. Main study: systematic literature review
 
2.2.1. Methods

This literature review uses PRISMA 2020's recommendations regarding producing high-quality reporting (Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021). Following Page et al. (2021)'s PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (Figure 5), this article reports on PRISMA's process to explore supervisors' leadership influence on employees' employability. To conduct the review, we use Grant and Booth (2009)'s critical four stages—Search, AppraisaL, Synthesis, and Analysis (SALSA)—so that the four principles of systematic reviews—transparency, inclusivity, explanatory, and heuristic nature—are guaranteed (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009). Transparency means being clear and explicit about methodologies, procedures, and processes, such that readers are able to audit them. Inclusivity requires assessing only studies that meet inclusion criteria, and subsequently addressing a research question. Explanatory means synthesizing findings from studies so that the findings, in combination, “make a whole that should be more than the sum of the parts” (680). Heuristic means reporting findings in a way that they have practical implications for practitioners and policymakers (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009).
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FIGURE 5
 Flowchart of study selection using PRISMA 2020.


Drawing from SALSA (Grant and Booth, 2009) and guided by the review's purpose, the Search stage identified relevant literature using multiple search techniques, such as database searching using free-text searches, with limited function and reference list checking (e.g., backward and forward snowballing). The AppraisaL stage comprised selecting studies systematically by assessing whether each met the inclusion criteria. Synthesis is concerned with seeking patterns, for example, by comparing findings from the reviews' included studies (Gray and Malins, 2004). The Analysis stage reports on the robustness of the Synthesis in terms of the quality of included studies (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009) that reasonably demonstrate the current state of research regarding what is and is not known (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009) about the influence of supervisors' leadership on employees' employability.

From January 2022 to 8 February 2022, we developed a research protocol that began with determining initial search terms, and inclusion and exclusion criteria, and with searching research databases, such as Academic Search Elite (EBSCO), APA PsycARTICLES (EBSCO), Emerald Insight (management) Psychology, Behavioral Sciences Collection, and WoS, to identify published peer-reviewed English and Dutch empirical articles. We did not exclude conference articles, books, and book chapters. The initial search term was based on core concepts of the aforementioned research question—leadership and employability—and was used to identify as many articles as possible, up to February 2022. Employability has been studied from many perspectives, which led to a plurality of definitions and operationalizations of the concept. The current review uses HRM and career perspectives that encompass focal stakeholders in organizations—employees and employers (Fugate et al., 2021).



2.2.2. Eligibility criteria

We used inclusion and exclusion criteria to select studies that investigated the influence of leadership on employability among employees (i.e., subordinates) and supervisors (i.e., leaders). We searched major research databases using advanced filters, such as subjects that included “employability” OR “perceived employability” AND “leadership.” Searches were restricted to English- and Dutch-language peer-reviewed articles because such articles identify validated knowledge (Podsakoff et al., 2005), and there is lack of knowledge or resources for clear translations. Table 1 reports our inclusion and exclusion criteria.


TABLE 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria.
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From January 2022 to 8 February 2022, the first and second authors independently initially searched multiple major research databases using a combination of search techniques, such as Boolean searching. The Appendix reports the full list of research databases that we searched. From a preliminary search, we identified “self rated employability” and “competence-based employability” as additional keywords, resulting in a final search string that contained the keywords “perceived employability” OR “self rated employability” OR “self rated employability” OR “competence-based employability” OR “competence based employability” AND “leadership.” For inclusion, and using free-text searching with a limit function, the search string was restricted to language “English” OR “Dutch” AND “peer-reviewed publications,” with additionally content type “all,” publication date “all,” subjects “employability,” “perceived employability,” and “leadership,” which resulted in 134 articles that were included during full-text analysis.



2.2.3. Results
 
2.2.3.1. Study selection

Of the 134 articles found during the searches, 10 met the inclusion criteria. During the last stage of appraisal, the first and second authors independently conducted the forward and backward snowballing technique (Wohlin, 2014) to discover additional articles based on the 10 already identified. Forward snowballing discovers additional articles forward in time (Wohlin, 2014). We used Google Scholar to examine authors cited in the 10 articles. Forward snowballing revealed 357 additional articles, which the first and second authors reviewed independently by assessing the articles' titles and abstracts. We included articles that met the inclusion criteria reported in Table 1. Forward snowballing returned 6 additional articles. The first and second authors also independently used backward snowballing (Wohlin, 2014) to identify additional articles based on the 16 found during the initial searches and using forward snowballing. Backward snowballing discovered additional articles that met the inclusion criteria backward in time by using the reference lists in the 16 articles (Wohlin, 2014). The first and second authors examined the titles in the reference lists of the 16 articles, which resulted in 1 additional article that met the inclusion criteria. The researchers agreed on using these 17 articles as the final set to be analyzed (for a PRISMA flowchart, see Figure 5).



2.2.3.2. Study characteristics

Since 2011, researchers have examined the influence of supervisors' leadership on employees' employability, and since 2016, they have published at least one empirical, peer-reviewed study each year (Figure 6).
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FIGURE 6
 Yearly publication of included articles on the relationship between leadership and employability.


Regarding context, and work contexts particularly, researchers have studied the relationship between leadership and employability in both non-profit and for-profit organizations. Most of the studies assessed in the current study (5), were conducted in education contexts, such as universities (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019), higher vocational education institutions (Bhattacharya and Neelam, 2018; Gustari and Widodo, 2020), and primary schools (Struzyna and Marzec, 2017), followed closely by 3 studies conducted in small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Bozionelos et al., 2016; Stoffers et al., 2019; Epitropaki et al., 2021). Building (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014), and healthcare organizations, such as non-academic hospitals (Van Harten et al., 2016), acute-care hospitals (Matsuo, 2022), and public healthcare units (Struzyna and Marzec, 2017), have been assessed in several studies. Multiple public service (Struzyna and Marzec, 2017), information and communication technology (Wang et al., 2019), food and beverage (Chughtai, 2019), automotive (Böttcher et al., 2018), insurance (Park, 2020), and mixed-industry (e.g., construction, manufacturing, finance, insurance, and communication; Yizhong et al., 2019) organizations have been assessed.

Regarding addressing participation by employees and supervisors, in most of the studies (8), data were collected in European organizations (Bass and Avolio, 1990a; Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014; Bozionelos et al., 2016; Van Harten et al., 2016; Böttcher et al., 2018; Stoffers et al., 2019; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019), followed closely by Asia in 6 studies (Chughtai, 2019; Wang et al., 2019; Yizhong et al., 2019; Gustari and Widodo, 2020; Park, 2020; Matsuo, 2022) and South America (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011) (see Table 1). Two studies did not report in which countries they were conducted (Struzyna and Marzec, 2017; Bhattacharya and Neelam, 2018).

Regarding methodology, and excepting one study, all studies used quantitative survey designs. Bhattacharya and Neelam (2018) used a mixed-methods design to conduct both qualitative and quantitative research (Saunders et al., 2012). Table 2 reports details on participants, conceptualizations of the constructs under study, and other information.


TABLE 2 Overview of countries in which data were collected.
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2.2.3.3. Measurements dependent variable: employees' perceived employability

Excepting Bhattacharya and Neelam (2018)'s qualitative measure of employees' employability, all studies used a quantitative design, measuring employability quantitatively as a dependent variable. Employability is operationalized disparately across the quantitative studies using validated scales, in which employees reported their perceived employability on questionnaires.

Seven studies (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011; Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014; Bozionelos et al., 2016; Stoffers et al., 2019; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019; Park, 2020) assessed employability using Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006)'s 47-item instrument, which consists of five dimensions—occupational expertise (15 items), anticipation and optimization (i.e., whether an individual responds to changes to internal and external job markets; 8 items), personal flexibility (8 items), corporate sense (7 items), and balance (i.e., balancing personal and a team's or organization's preferences; 9 items). Two studies (Park, 2020; Epitropaki et al., 2021) used a shortened version of Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006)'s 5-factor employability instrument, a 22-item, short-form instrument that also measures the five dimensions—occupational expertise (5 items), anticipation and optimization (4 items), personal flexibility (5 items), corporate sense (4 items), and balance (4 items). Two studies (Struzyna and Marzec, 2017; Gustari and Widodo, 2020) used (De Lange et al., 2021)'s 47-item, 5-factor employability instrument to construct a valid fit-for-purpose employability scale, tailored to those studies. Drawing from Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006), Struzyna and Marzec (2017) constructed a fit-for-purpose, 46-item employability scale that comprises eight dimensions of public-organization employees' employability—social competences, adjustability to changes, civic competences, knowledge and professional skills, ability to maintain balance, ethical competences, professional proactivity, and anticipatory striving for professional development. Gustari and Widodo (2020) use a self-constructed fit-for-purpose, 10-item employability scale based on Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006)'s 47-item scale, which also comprises 5 dimensions, though labeled differently—specific work skills and competencies that are more general, proactivity, adaptability, work feelings, and balance. Böttcher et al. (2018) and Yizhong et al. (2019) use Rothwell and Arnold (2007)'s 11-item perceived employability scale, which assesses two dimensions—internal (4 items) and external employability (7 items). The dimensions associate with employees' ability to remain employable in (e.g., internal labor market) and outside (e.g., external labor market) the organization (Rothwell and Arnold, 2007). Van Harten et al. (2016) assessed employees perceived employability using two constructs—up-to-date expertise and willingness to change. Up-to-date expertise was measured using Thijssen and Walter (2006)'s 9-item, 3-dimension scale, which contains the dimensions technical expertise (3 items), economic expertise (3 items), and perceptional expertise (3 items). Willingness to change was measured using a self-constructed fit-for-purpose, 4-item scale based on Wittekind et al. (2010) and Van Dam (2004). Multiple studies treated perceived employability as a unidimensional construct. Chughtai (2019) used De Vos and Soens (2008) 3-item scale, Wang et al. (2019) used Eby et al. (2003)'s 6-item scale, and Matsuo (2022) used De Cuyper et al. (2011)'s 4-item scale. Table 3 reports greater details on these studies' participants, conceptualizations of constructs, and other information.


TABLE 3 Details of included studies.
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2.2.3.4. Measurement leadership as a determinant of employability enhancement: content and effects

The determinant of interest is supervisors' leadership. We now discuss how such leadership was measured and contributes to employees' employability (See Figure 7 for conceptualizations of supervisor leadership in included articles). The 17 studies were heterogeneous concerning research models. The majority (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011; Van Harten et al., 2016; Struzyna and Marzec, 2017; Chughtai, 2019; Yizhong et al., 2019; Gustari and Widodo, 2020; Matsuo, 2022) examine leadership as a determinant of employability enhancement using a mediated model. Researchers also investigate the relationship between leadership and employees' employability using moderated (Böttcher et al., 2018; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019), moderated mediation (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011; Bozionelos et al., 2016; Stoffers et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2019; Epitropaki et al., 2021), mixed methods (Bhattacharya and Neelam, 2018), and main effects (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014; Park, 2020) models.
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FIGURE 7
 Conceptualizations of supervisor leadership in included articles (n = 17).


Findings suggest that supervisors' leadership has been conceptualized in several ways. Most of the studies focus on relationships between transformational leadership (Burns, 1978) and employability. Transformational leadership contains four dimensions, the four I's (Avolio et al., 1991), including idealized influence (e.g., charisma), inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. These four I's encourage followers to transform their attitudes, values, and behaviors through empowerment, such that followers achieve outstanding performance (Burns, 1978; Bass and Avolio, 1990a; Bass, 1999). Idealized influence associates with a leader's behaviors that make employees perceive their leaders as role models. Inspirational motivation is concerned with leaders having a vision of a future state that inspires and motivates followers so that they achieve outstanding performance and increase job satisfaction. Intellectual stimulation describes a leader's behaviors that stimulate and recognize followers' creativity and innovation by, for example, fostering autonomy. Individualized consideration is concerned with a leader's behaviors that focus on followers' developmental needs through, for example, support and coaching (Bass and Avolio, 1990a; Bass, 1999).

Several authors have found that transformational leadership relates positively with employability (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011, ß = 0.14, p < 0.05; Camps and Rodríguez, 2011, ß = 0.62, p < 0.01; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014, ß = 0.23, p < 0.001 for supervisor' ratings of employees' employability and ß = 0.17, p < 0.01 for employee's ratings of employability; Struzyna and Marzec, 2017, γ = 0.12, p < 0.01; Yizhong et al., 2019, ß = 0.21, p < 0.01; Gustari and Widodo, 2020, ß = 0.34, p < 0.01).

Böttcher et al. (2018) argue that the relationship between transformational leadership and internal employability (ß = 0.31, p < 0.01 for the full item scale and ß = 0.24, p < 0.01 for the one-item scale) is stronger than that with external employability (ß = 0.15, p < 0.01). They found that when the subdimensions of transformational leadership were entered simultaneously, three dimensions—idealized influence attributed (ß = 0.12, p < 0.05), idealized influence behavior (ß = 0.11, p < 0.05), and individualized consideration (ß = 0.20, p < 0.01)— had a greater positive influence on internal employability (full item scale), in contrast with inspirational motivation (ß = −0.45, p = 0.45, n.s.) and intellectual stimulation (ß = −0.05, p = 0.38, n.s.). When the subdimensions of transformational leadership were entered simultaneously, idealized influence attributed (ß = 0.15, p < 0.05) and individualized consideration (ß = 0.20, p < 0.01) also influenced internal employability (one-item scale) positively. This contrasts with non-significant influences of idealized influence behavior (ß = 0.02, p = 0.73, n.s.), inspirational motivation (ß = −0.00, p = 0.94, n.s.), and intellectual stimulation (ß = −0.05, p = 0.73, n.s.) on internal employability (one-item scale) when the subdimensions were entered simultaneously. When the subdimensions of transformational leadership were entered simultaneously, Böttcher et al. (2018) found no relationship between them and external employability. When entered separately, the idealized influence attributed (ß = 0.15, p < 0.01), idealized influence behavior (ß = 0.14, p < 0.01), inspirational motivation (ß = 0.13, p < 0.01), intellectual stimulation (ß = 0.11, p < 0.01), and individualized consideration (ß = 0.15, p < 0.01) influenced external employability positively.

Assessing the second most common leadership model, multiple authors report a positive influence of leader-member exchange (LMX) (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) on employability. LMX represents perceived quality of social exchanges between followers and immediate supervisors, characterized by dyadic affection, loyalty, contribution, and professional respect (Liden and Maslyn, 1998), and their influence on both leaders' and followers' attitudes and behaviors (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), such as employability.

Epitropaki et al. (2021) found that both follower- (ß = 0.570, p < 0.01) and leader-rated (ß = 0.632, p < 0.01) employability are influenced positively by agreement on LMX among followers and leaders. In the context of LMX disagreement, leader-rated employability was higher when leaders perceived that LMX was higher than followers' perceived LMX. Stoffers et al. (2019) find a positive influence of immediate supervisors' LMX on employees' employability, which was influenced by national context in Belgium and the Netherlands. Findings suggest that a positive relationship in a Dutch sample (ß = 0.341, p < 0.001) was greater than in a Belgium sample (ß = 0.296, p < 0.05). Struzyna and Marzec (2017) found that LMX fosters employees' employability (γ = 0.45, p < 0.01), but Van der Heijden and Spurk (2019) found no support for an influence of LMX on all dimensions of perceived employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006)—occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corporate sense, and balance. Park (2020) found that LMX associates with only one dimension of perceived employability (Van der Heijden et al., 2018)—corporate sense (ß = 0.245, p < 0.01).

Examining a third leadership model, Chughtai (2019) and Wang et al. (2019) demonstrate contrary findings of a positive influence of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) on employees' perceived employability. Servant leadership concerns fulfilling followers' needs by providing support that subsequently enhances followers' potential (Greenleaf, 1977), such as career potential (e.g., employability). Wang et al. (2019) found that servant leadership fosters employees' perceived employability (ß = 0.19, p < 0.01), but Chughtai (2019) found no support for the same (ß = −0.09, ns).

Some studies instead assess employees' perceived supervisor support, with one suggesting that leadership influences employees' perceived employability positively, including informal mentoring (Bozionelos et al., 2016, ß = 0.26, p < 0.01), but perceived supervisor support does not (Matsuo, 2022, ß = −0.11, ns). Mentoring represents a relationship between two individuals, traditionally of unequal status, during which the mentor provides multiple development opportunities through, for example, coaching and counseling (Kram and Isabella, 1985). Supervisor support associates with supervisory support, which contributes to positive work outcomes, such as job satisfaction (Miglianico et al., 2020). Van Harten et al. (2016) demonstrate that supervisors' support of employees' wellbeing and functioning (ß = 0.24, p < 0.001) influences employability, conceptualized as up-to-date expertise, positively, but not employability conceptualized as willingness to change. Supervisors' support of employees' development influences employability conceptualized as willingness to change, but not that conceptualized as up-to-date expertise. Table 3 reports greater details on these articles.






3. The mechanisms: mediators and moderators

While reporting on direct influences of supervisor leadership on employee employability, findings from the 17 articles suggested that the relationship between leadership and employability can be explained by several mechanisms, such as mediators, moderators, or both. Mechanisms represent “the basis for the effect, i.e., the processes or events that are responsible for the change; the reasons why change occurred or how change came about” Kazdin (2007, p. 3). Van der Heijden and Bakker (2011) found that work-related flow is a mediator and thus represents a mechanism in the positive relationship between transformational leadership and employability. Work-related flow is “a short-term peak experience at work that is characterized by absorption, work enjoyment and intrinsic work motivation” (Bakker, 2005, p. 27).

Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2014) demonstrate that the influence of leadership on employability enhancement is moderated by both an employee's work role (e.g., managerial/no managerial work role) and personality. Findings suggest that among employees without a managerial work role, the relationship between transformational leadership and employability was positive only for supervisors' ratings of employability (ß = 0.35, p < 0.001) and not for employees' ratings of the same. However, among employees who had a managerial work role, the relationship was positive for both supervisors' (ß = 0.17, p < 0.05) and employees' (ß = 0.22, p < 0.01) ratings (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014).

Böttcher et al. (2018) argue that transformational leadership, particularly idealized influence behavior and individual consideration, moderates the negative relationship between age and both internal and external employability. Transformational leadership diminishes the negative influence of age on internal employability, contrary to external employability. Yizhong et al. (2019) found that job characteristics, such as job demands, skill discretion, and decision authority, and social exchanges, particularly perceived organizational support and team member exchanges, explain the positive effects of leadership on employability. Chughtai (2019) demonstrate that servant leadership indirectly and positively influences employability through mediators such as proactive career behaviors (e.g., career planning, skill development, and networking).

Van der Heijden and Spurk (2019) use leadership, particularly LMX, to explain the relationship between learning value of a job and employability. In a context of LMX, relationships between learning value of a job and all five dimensions of employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006) are positive and strengthened. Wang et al. (2019) demonstrate a positive association between servant leadership and employability, influenced by two mechanisms—career skills (i.e., a mediator) and proactive personality (i.e., a moderator). Servant leaders foster employees' career skills, which subsequently enhance employees' employability. The degree of a proactive personality strengthens the influence of servant leadership on career skills, which subsequently enhances employees' employability. Stoffers et al. (2019) demonstrate that employees' national context (i.e., Belgium and the Netherlands) moderates minimally the positive influence of LMX on employability. Matsuo (2022) found that perceived supervisor support enhances employees' employability (De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011) through the mechanism (i.e., a mediator) strength.



4. Discussion

This review is first to provide an overview of the influence of supervisors' leadership on employees' employability at work (i.e., internal, external, and subdimensions of employability). Despite a lack of studies that assess leadership as a predictor of employability enhancement, we identify and review 17 empirical articles, most of which report positive relationships. This review suggests that supervisors' leadership influences employees' employability positively, thus demonstrating that investment in such leadership represents a valuable HRM strategy regarding employability.

As a result of the preliminary study, and according to Chughtai (2019) and Wang et al. (2019), we argue that there exists scant research that assesses the leadership-employability link explicitly. To develop a research agenda from an employer-employee relationship perspective, it is paramount to recognize the current state of research on the leadership-employability relationship (Fugate et al., 2021). When talent is scarce and retaining employees is important to employers, identifying how leadership, as a job resource, contributes to employability enhancement is crucial.

To explain the positive influences, both direct and indirect, of supervisors' leadership on employees' employability, researchers use various theories of perceived support from leaders in terms of job resources, and subsequent outcomes such as employability. We found that the 17 reviewed articles use social exchange perspectives to explain this influence. From a social exchange perspective, the articles use social exchange theory (SET; Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005; Blau, 2017) (n = 2) or LMX (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995; n = 6) to explain the positive influence of supervisors' leadership on employees' employability. SET and LMX suggest that two-way social exchange relationships between supervisors and employees affect employees' perceptions of organizational support strongly (Wayne et al., 1997). High LMX is dominated by high dyadic respect, trust, commitment, and interest in each other's wellbeing, which subsequently foster employees' access to job resources (e.g., support and both informal and formal learning opportunities). Employees' improved access to job resources positively affects workplace outcomes (Liden et al., 1997) such as employability.

The articles also use other theories to explain the positive influence of supervisor leadership on employee employability. Van der Heijden and Spurk (2019) and Matsuo (2022), for example, use job demands-resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). According to Bakker and Demerouti (2017), JD-R involves a human resources management approach, suggesting that job resources, defined as “physical, psychological, social or organizational aspects of the job are functional in achieving work goals” (p. 274), influence employees' work motivation, especially under challenging work conditions. Job resources, such as performance feedback, LMX, and opportunities for growth, help employees cope with job demands, which subsequently enhance employability. Drawing on this theory, Matsuo (2022) found that a positive psychology (Seligman, 2019) lens explains the link between supervisors' leadership and employees' employability. As a job resource, supervisor support fosters employees' confidence to succeed with task performance, and the result such confidence is employees succeeding with their task performance, which enhances work performance (Van Woerkom et al., 2016) and influences employability positively.

To explain the positive influence of supervisor leadership on employee employability, Van der Heijden and Spurk (2019) use conservation of resources (COR) theory from Hobfoll (1989), which is generally similar to Yizhong et al. (2019)'s use of job characteristics theory (Hackman and Oldham, 1975). COR associates with JD-R theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) because both focus on employees who use resources to cope with organizational stress such as job insecurity. According to Hobfoll et al. (2018), COR suggests that “individuals strive to obtain, retain, foster and protect those things they centrally value” (p. 104), such as employment. Using this coping strategy, employees obtain and retain resources by, for example, investing in skill development (i.e., a personal resource) and LMX, the quality of a supervisor-employee relationship (i.e., a social resource; Hobfoll et al., 2018). Froehlich et al. (2019) demonstrate that skill development through task variety fosters employability indirectly, and Wayne et al. (1997) argue that degree of access to job resources is affected by the quality of supervisor-employee relationships, which subsequently contributes to employees' employability enhancement.

Job characteristics (JC) theory (Hackman and Oldham, 1975) appears suitable to explaining the positive influence of supervisor leadership on employee employability. JC (Hackman and Oldham, 1975) suggests that resources such as autonomy, job feedback, task significance, and task identity influence feelings and behaviors, such as motivation. From this perspective, supervisor leadership, as a contextual resource, influences employees' work experiences (i.e., work meaningfulness and responsibility for work outcomes), which subsequently enhance employability.

According with JD-R, COR, and JC theory, Epitropaki et al. (2021) use sponsorship theory (Rosenbaum, 1979; Wayne et al., 1999), to explain the positive link between supervisors' leadership and employees' employability. The theory suggests that supervisors provide resources such as sponsoring activities and career mentoring, and they subsequently contribute to career success and thus employability. Sponsorship theory is, therefore, a suitable lens to explain the positive association between supervisor leadership and employee employability.

Excepting Bhattacharya and Neelam (2018)'s mixed-method study, a design that combines quantitative and qualitative methods (Creswell, 1999), all studies used cross-sectional, quantitative, and deductive (i.e., hypothesis testing) approaches. All also collected, at most, two waves of data, which means that they used cross-sectional, not longitudinal, designs. Ployhart and MacKenzie (2015) argue that longitudinal designs include three waves of measurement of the same variables, which provides insights into cause-and-effect (i.e., causality) among them. Since cross-sectional designs involve one-time specific measurement from a single source (e.g., a respondent), the design inherently includes validity concerns, such as common method bias and causal inference (Rindfleisch et al., 2008). We are thus unable to argue a case for causal relationships between supervisor leadership and employee employability (Setia, 2016).

Despite the advantages of quantitative, deductive hypothesis testing, including the ability to conduct surveys quickly, quantitative research does not include in-depth analyses of individuals' characteristics (e.g., beliefs, values, and assumptions; Neuman, 2014). Due to the quantitative designs used in the studies assessed, we are unable to discover greater insights into participants' behaviors, and thus we are able only to test existing theories, instead of constructing new ones (Neuman, 2014).

The studies were conducted in various work contexts, such as educational, SMEs, healthcare, and several industries at once, and the studies' contexts also varied geographically. Some were conducted in Europe (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011; Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014; Bozionelos et al., 2016; Van Harten et al., 2016; Böttcher et al., 2018; Stoffers et al., 2019; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019; Epitropaki et al., 2021), followed closely by Asia (Chughtai, 2019; Wang et al., 2019; Yizhong et al., 2019; Gustari and Widodo, 2020; Park, 2020; Matsuo, 2022) and North America (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011). This suggests that we found support for a mostly positive relationship between supervisor leadership and employee employability in various work contexts across countries. However, from a “cross-context scholarship” (Whetten, 2009, p. 29) perspective is this an important finding. Namely, outcomes of supervisors' leadership are influenced by context effects (Oc, 2018) defined as “the set of factors surrounding a phenomenon that exert some direct or indirect influence on it (Whetten, 2009, p. 31). Namely, overall, and based on the studies assessed, we argue that results do not differ greatly among these work contexts.

Research conceptualizes supervisor leadership and employee employability in several ways. We argue that leadership influences, that is enhances, at least one dimension of employees' employability both directly and indirectly. Chughtai (2019) found contradictory results; that is, no support for a direct influence of supervisors' leadership on employees' employability. We refer to Fiedler (1964)'s contingency theory of leadership as an explanation for different results within several conceptualizations of the constructs. Fiedler (1964) suggests no universal leadership style that fits every context.

Findings suggest that major leadership concepts, such as transformational leadership, LMX, and servant leadership, and leadership concepts related to employees' support of employees' development, perceived supervisor support of employees' wellbeing and functioning, and perceived supervisor support for strength use and mentoring, are leader-support leadership concepts (Cheong et al., 2019) that have a positive and direct influence on employability. Such leadership encourages followers to transform their attitudes, values, and behaviors through empowerment so that followers achieve outstanding performance (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985, 1999). Transformational leaders motivate employees by being role models, sharing inspired visions of a desired future, and recognizing and stimulating employees' creativity and development (e.g., stimulate self-development) (Bass, 1999), and using power and authority to focus on change (e.g., progress and development; Tucker and Russell, 2004), which subsequently enhances employability. Similar to Bass (1999), Greenleaf (1977) also focuses on transforming employees' attitudes, values, and behaviors by putting service first instead of leading, such that employees “grow healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous and more likely themselves to become servants” (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 13). LMX represents the quality of social exchanges between a leader and follower, which associate with exchanges of job resources and subsequently influence both leaders' and followers' behaviors (Wayne et al., 1997). The quality of dyadic relationships between leaders and followers determines the extent to which leaders offer valuable resources such as training and feedback (Liao et al., 2009), which subsequently enhance employees' employability (Froehlich et al., 2019). Perceived supervisor support of employee development, wellbeing, functioning, strength use, and mentoring associates with employees' perceptions of whether supervisors care about them and value their work (Eisenberger et al., 2002, p. 565). However, the strength of this positive influence differs among leadership conceptualizations. Transformational leadership (Camps and Rodríguez, 2011), followed closely by LMX (Epitropaki et al., 2021), are the types of leadership that associate most positively with employability. Wang et al. (2019) demonstrate a positive influence of servant leadership on employability, and in contradiction, Chughtai (2019) found no support for the same relationship. Instead of assessing explicit leadership styles, the remainder of the studies assess employees' perceived supervisor support, with inconclusive results reported. Depending on the conceptualization of employees' perceived supervisor support, such support might enhance employees' employability, but to a lesser degree than major leadership concepts such as transformational leadership and LMX.

Regarding the influence of supervisor leadership on employee employability, findings suggest the importance of mediators and moderators. Mediators such as work-related flow (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011), job demands, skill discretion, and decision authority (e.g., job characteristics), and social exchange mechanisms, particularly perceived organizational support and team-member exchange (Yizhong et al., 2019), career planning, skill development, and networking (e.g., proactive career behaviors; Chughtai, 2019), career skills (Wang et al., 2019), and strength use (Matsuo, 2022), are crucial to explaining the influence of supervisor leadership on employee employability. Moderators such as work roles, personality (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014), proactive personalities (Wang et al., 2019), and national contexts (Stoffers et al., 2019) influence the relationship between supervisor leadership on employee employability. This implies that in addition to several leadership concepts and mediators discussed above, the positive influence of leadership on employability differs among work roles, personalities (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2014), proactive personalities (Wang et al., 2019), and national contexts (Stoffers et al., 2019). As mechanisms, both mediators and moderators are crucial to explaining the positive influence of supervisor leadership on employee employability.


4.1. Setting an agenda for employability research

This review suggests how supervisors' leadership influences employees' employability, but more research is needed to explore this relationship further. We therefore propose multiple directions for future research, setting an agenda, from (1) theoretical perspective that investigates how other, unapplied leadership frameworks and other mechanisms (e.g., mediators and moderators) operate in the relationship; (2) from methodological perspective, i.e., how other methodologies might be pursued in future empirical studies which might enhance the understanding of the supervisors' leadership and employees' employability which consequently represents a valuable contribution to employability literature.

To enhance theoretical knowledge within the leadership-employability relationship, findings suggest little research on the influence of other leadership concepts, such as relational (Clarke, 2018), authentic (Avolio et al., 2004) and empowering (Cheong et al., 2019) leadership, on employees' employability. Relational leadership is a social-process leadership style that stresses the role played by social interactions, which are dominated by mutual respect and trust between supervisors and employees (Clarke, 2018). Carifio (2010) argues that relational leadership includes 5 attributes—inclusive, empowering, caring, ethical, and vision and intuition—which might enhance employability. Authentic leadership (Avolio et al., 2004) is associates with followers' motivation and engagement enhancement, which subsequently foster employees' work outcomes (e.g., performance). Cheong et al. (2019) argue that empowering leadership relates closely to transformational and process leadership that provides relational support by, for example, fostering employees' autonomy. These leadership styles might operate as a job resource, enhancing employability. Therefore, we suggest further research directions by answer research questions such as: How will supervisors' leadership's (e.g., relational, authentic and empowering leadership) influence employees' employability? For instance, will supervisors' relational leadership enhance employees' employability more strongly, compared with authentic or empowering leadership? Moreover, despite the growing literature on collective forms of leadership such as shared leadership (Sweeney et al., 2019) which also may influence the employee-employer relationship in terms of employees' employability enhancement, we propose further research guided by the research question: How will shared leadership influences employees' employability?

Furthermore, the current systematic literature review uses an input-based approach of employability (Vanhercke et al., 2014), focusing on “the subjective perception held by an employee (or by his or her supervisor) about his or her possibilities in terms of competences, to obtain and maintain work” (Van der Heijden et al., 2018, p. 237), which is a limitation of this paper. Namely, according to De Lange et al. (2021), employability operationalizations can be categorized as “input- or competence-based” (p. 1) or “output- or labor market-based” (p. 1). In addition to this SLR, we therefore suggest to examine in future research how “output- or labor market-based” employability operates within the leadership-employability relationship.

We found that mechanisms such as mediators (e.g., work-related flow; Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011) and moderators, for instance proactive personality (Wang et al., 2019), operate as mechanisms in the leadership-employability relationship. To explore further how supervisor leadership influences employee employability, we propose including other mediators and moderators as a starting point. We suggest assessing whether mediators, such as mutual respect and trust (Clarke, 2018), hope (Avolio et al., 2004), and psychological empowerment (Amundsen and Martinsen, 2015), operate in the relationship. More insights are also needed regarding whether moderators, such as a leader's gender (Cheong et al., 2019), influence the relationship. Thus, for this, we propose to answer, for instance, the research questions: Will mutual respect and trust, hope, and psychological empowerment mediate the leadership-employability relationship? And, how will leader gender moderate the leadership-employability relationship?

From a methodological perspective, cross-sectional designs dominated this review, which suggests validity concerns such as common method bias and causal inference (Rindfleisch et al., 2008). We suggest therefore that longitudinal designs with at least 3 waves of data collection, such as experiments (e.g., pretest-posttest, control-group designs) and multi-level designs, are needed to increase validity by assessing causal relationships between leadership and employability (Setia, 2016). Researchers should use multisource data (e.g., two-level data structures) among employees and immediate supervisors who work in under-researched contexts, such as healthcare and SME. Therefore, we propose to conduct research in new under-researched contexts, such as healthcare and SME, especially because outcomes of the supervisors' leadership—employability relationship are influenced by context effects (Oc, 2018).



4.2. Practical implications

This review offers several implications that inform policy, practice, and research in management and organization studies (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009), particularly related to employability and leadership. Findings demonstrate the possibilities of supervisor leadership as a job resource that enhances employability, contributing to employees' subjective career success. Employees are thus able to cope with rapidly changing jobs (Van der Heijden et al., 2018) and are less likely to develop feelings of job insecurity and panic in reaction to change because they are confident that they can pursue employment both inside or outside of the current organization if necessary (De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011). Policymakers should facilitate conditions that enhance supervisors' leadership as a job resource (e.g., contextual variable), which subsequently fosters employees' employability (i.e., a personal variable). From an organizational perspective, policymakers are able to foster supervisors' transformational leadership, for example, by facilitating training such as workshops (Bass and Avolio, 1990a), or feedback (Kelloway et al., 2000).

Supervisors should focus on the quality of LMX, being aware of the influence of shared self-identities and personal values between leaders and followers, which subsequently enhance the quality of relationships (Jackson and Johnson, 2012). Organizations should be aware of the role supervisors play as delegates of the organization, facilitating job resources such as perceived supervisor support. Supervisors should thus pay greater attention to providing job resources such as enhancing work experiences by offering informal social learning opportunities that foster employability (Froehlich et al., 2019). Among supervisors, insights suggest opportunities to enhance employability by creating a supportive work context with fit-for-purpose job resources. This is an important finding for policymakers, researchers, and supervisors.



4.3. Limitations

This review's methodology was crucial to assessing the current state of scientific research (Snyder, 2019), but it has some limitations. This review was influenced by several types of reporting biases, such as publication, location, and language biases (Higgins et al., 2019). Higgins et al. (2019) argue that publication bias, regardless of the expertise of the researcher, derives from whether articles get published. We are unable to review research findings in unpublished articles, which might influence results. Regarding location bias, we were restricted to using the university's interface. Thus, when identifying articles that met the inclusion criteria, we were restricted by access to a limited number of databases that are connected to the university's interface. Such restrictions determine access to articles that might influence findings. Language biases also affected results. Our inclusion criteria included peer-reviewed journal articles, conference articles, books, and book chapters published in English and Dutch. Due to a lack of resources to translate languages unknown to the researchers, findings were restricted to both languages, which might have influenced findings. We did not assess the quality of the methodologies used in the articles, which is also a limitation. Thus, the quality of the methodologies affected the quality of this review. When conducting a systematic review, the number of authors affects the review's quality. Two of the three authors independently identified, selected, and reviewed the articles used during the review, but a greater number of authors might have enhanced its quality. Despite the growing literature on collective forms of leadership such as shared leadership (Sweeney et al., 2019) we focus exclusively on the individual leadership-employability relationship which is a limitation of this paper. Finally, we exclusively look at “input- or competence-based” (De Lange et al., 2021, p. 1) employability, consequently we not search for “output- or labor market-based” (p. 1) employability, which is a restriction and thus a limitation of this paper.
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TABLE A1 Full list of searched major research databases using university's interface—January 2022 to February 2022.
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Creativity is a primary factor in driving transformational change. This study explored the impact of leader humor on employee creativity (incremental and radical creativity) from the perspective of employee voice. Data were collected from 812 Chinese employees through multipoint surveys. Through the surveys, we found that (1) leader humor has a significant positive effect on employee incremental and radical creativity; (2) promotive/prohibitive voice mediates the relationship between leader humor and employee incremental/radical creativity separately; (3) contradictory thinking moderates the effect of leader humor on prohibitive voice and further moderates the indirect effect of leader humor on radical creativity; and (4) the moderated mediation model mainly applies to state-owned enterprises rather than private-owned enterprises. The theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed.
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Introduction

In recent years, industries have struggled in economically uncertain times, especially due to the COVID pandemic and trade war between China and the United States, and some enterprises are on the verge of bankruptcy. However, some enterprises driven by creativity have shown strong adaptability and even achieved tremendous development during this period. This is because creativity is the key to the survival and development of enterprises (Hughes et al., 2018). Employee creativity is the micro-foundation of enterprise creativity (Liu et al., 2017) and is the key element leading to innovation (Gilson and Madjar, 2011). Thus, stimulating employee creativity in uncertain environments has become a priority for firms and leaders.

A substantial body of literature has explored the origins of employee creativity from the perspective of leadership and found some important results (Wang and Rode, 2010; Zhang and Bartol, 2010; Rego et al., 2012; Qu et al., 2015; Byun et al., 2016; Chen and Hou, 2016; Ma and Jiang, 2018; Cai et al., 2019; Koh et al., 2019; Younas et al., 2020; Liang et al., 2021). However, humor, as an important component of successful leadership (Yam et al., 2018) with the ability to produce a range of positive outcomes in the workplace (Karakowsky et al., 2020), has not received enough attention. Recent research has found that employees prefer humorous leaders over ethical leaders (Yam et al., 2019) since humorous leaders always motivate their subordinates and create good, lasting memories (Cooper et al., 2018). Given that it is important to explore the impact of leader humor on employee creativity, some studies have been conducted in this area of research (Lee, 2015; Li et al., 2019; Hu, 2020; Peng et al., 2020; Yang and Yang, 2021). These studies, however, have only regarded creativity as a single concept, which overlooks its inherent complexity, causing the effect and the mechanism of leader humor influencing employee creativity to be ambiguous. In previous studies, creativity was conceptualized and operationalized as a unidimensional construct, often defined as the creation of new and applicable ideas (Amabile et al., 1996; Zhou and George, 2001). However, recent studies have increasingly discussed distinct types of creativity, ranging from minor adaptations to radical breakthroughs (Malik and Choi, 2019). Madjar et al. (2011) characterized creativity as incremental and radical. Incremental creativity refers to small changes and modifications to existing practices in the organization, focusing on the exploitation of ideas, whereas radical creativity involves new ideas that are completely different from the existing practices of the organization, emphasizing the exploration of ideas (Litchfield, 2008; Madjar et al., 2011). Recently, the literature has acknowledged the distinction between radical and incremental creativity (Xu and Jiang, 2018; Malik and Choi, 2019; Acemoglu and Akcigit, 2022). Both types of creativity are key drivers of organizational performance and are equally important for organizational development (Gilson and Madjar, 2011). Nonetheless, previous studies did not investigate or further distinguish the mechanism by which leader humor influences these two types of creativity.

The present study proposes that the mechanism between leader humor and the two types of creativity can be explained from the perspective of employee voice. Employee voice is an organizational citizenship behavior that is both positive and challenging (Lepine and Van Dyne, 1998). This behavior involves questioning and challenging the current state of the organization and even jeopardizing the employee's relationship with leaders with certain interpersonal risks (Liu and Zhu, 2010). However, according to the Benign Violation Theory (BVT), leader humor may promote employee voice (BVT; McGraw, 2010). BVT indicates that the display of humor often necessitates a benign norm violation (Yam et al., 2018). In other words, it explains how humor turns threatening or challenging violations into benign violations (Cheng et al., 2021). In light of this, leader humor may reduce the risk of employee voice and gives employees the courage to express constructive opinions on issues.

Furthermore, although some studies have highlighted a significant and positive association between voice behavior and creativity (Ng, 2012; Soomro and Memon, 2020), the type of creativity exhibited may vary with employee voice. Liang et al. (2012) classified employee voice into promotive and prohibitive voices; the former comprises employees' expressions of new ideas or suggestions for improving the overall functioning of the organization, and the latter comprises employees' expressions of concern about work practices that are harmful to reforming the overall functioning of the organization. Therefore, although the two types of voices both challenge the status quo of the organization, they have different functions and purposes (Liang et al., 2012), which may be associated with different types of creativity.

In addition, according to the incongruity theory, humor emerges when certain concepts or ideas are inconsistent with their true expressions (Attardo, 1997). As a result, the emergence of humor often involves a contradiction, and thus, individuals' contradictory thinking may become the premise of experiencing humor. Therefore, although leader humor may promote employee voice, the relationship also depends on employees' contradictory thinking. Moreover, corporate ownership is the major institutional factor in China (Liu et al., 2017), as employee treatment varies with ownership. While private-owned enterprises (POEs) are more market-oriented and have more open work atmospheres, which encourage employees to provide suggestions or develop new ideas, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) have clear hierarchical boundaries, stricter divisions of labor, and a more serious work atmosphere, which is not conducive to employee voice. Thus, ownership may further interact with employees' contradictory thinking to moderate the impact of leadership humor on employee voice.

In summary, the present study examined the influence of leader humor on different types of employee creativity and how the effects may be mediated by types of employee voice and moderated by employees' contradictory thinking and corporate ownership.



Hypothesis development


Leader humor and employee creativity

Leader humor is social behavior performed by leaders to delight employees (Cooper et al., 2018). Substantial studies have found that leaders with a sense of humor produce a series of positive results on employees' attitudes and behaviors, such as obtaining greater support from them (Mao et al., 2017), minimizing their withdrawal behaviors (Mesmer-magnus et al., 2012), promoting their organizational citizenship behaviors (Cooper et al., 2018), and enhancing their perceived wellbeing, work commitment, and innovation (Arendt, 2006; Ünal, 2014). In light of previous research, the current study proposes that leader humor promotes employee creativity.

First, according to the broaden-and-build theory, compared to negative affect, positive affect broadens the momentary thought-action repertoire and builds lasting personal resources, which prompts individuals to discard time-tested or automatic behavioral scripts and to pursue novel, creative, and often unscripted paths of thought and action (Fredrickson, 1998). In this respect, the expression of positive change through leader humor may stimulate creativity. Second, humorous leaders have the ability to foster a sense of closeness among employees, eliminating hierarchical differences between them (Romero and Cruthirds, 2006; Kim et al., 2016) and creating a more open communication environment (Mao et al., 2017). It thus provides the foundation for employees to express their creative ideas freely. Third, leader humor conveys the leader's trust and support for employees, which helps form a high-quality leader–subordinate relationship. Based on the principle of reciprocity, to maintain this relationship, employees are more likely to work hard to improve or change their workflow in innovative ways (Zhang and Su, 2020). Therefore, we propose the following:

H1a: Leader humor is positively correlated with incremental creativity.

H1b: Leader humor is positively correlated with radical creativity.



The mediating role of employee voice

Based on the BVT (McGraw, 2010), humor involves violations of norms (Yam et al., 2018), which tells people how to evaluate the challenging contexts they face, i.e., the extent to which they perceive them as relatively benign rather than threatening. Cheng et al. (2019, 2021) demonstrated that humor may give individuals a sense of control in challenging situations (e.g., stressful situations), which can help them manage challenges. Although voice behavior is challenging for employees in the workplace, leader humor signals to employees that it is socially acceptable. Therefore, leader humor may reduce the risk of employee voice and give employees the courage to express constructive opinions on issues.

Although the two types of voices challenge the status quo and are aimed at benefiting organizations (Liang et al., 2012), they may lead to different levels of creativity regarding the targets of promotive (e.g., improving the organization) and prohibitive (e.g., reforming the organization) voices. A promotive voice is generally considered more broadly applicable and is easily acceptable by organizations and leaders (Morrison, 2014) because it is ultimately expected to benefit the whole organization (Liang et al., 2012). However, a prohibitive voice is generally riskier and more challenging, thereby inducing conflict and negative emotions among coworkers and supervisors (Liang et al., 2012). As a result, a prohibitive voice is likely to generate resistance from organizations and leaders (Burris, 2012).

In this respect, a promotive voice represents small changes and modifications to existing practices and thus tends to be more practical and exploitative. Moreover, compared to prohibitive voice, promotive voice reflects employees' recognition of the existing system. Therefore, a promotive voice aims to continuously improve and exploit the existing system rather than make explorative changes (Lin and Johnson, 2015). A prohibitive voice is associated with the potential problems of the organization (Miao et al., 2020) and requires employees to “think outside the box.” As a result, a prohibitive voice is explorative and often opposed to the organization's existing system (Morrison, 2014).

Moreover, employees who propose a prohibitive voice tend to take risks or challenge the status of the organization, and thus, they are not bound by pressure from leaders. The absence of external pressure results in no or low restrictions on the creative behavior these employees exhibit. Exploitation conforms to the characteristics of incremental creativity, while exploration combines the characteristics of radical creativity (March, 1991; Benner, 2003). Given that, we propose the following:

H2a: A promotive voice mediates the relationship between leader humor and incremental creativity.

H2b: A prohibitive voice mediates the relationship between leader humor and radical creativity.



The moderating effect of contradictory thinking

The incongruity theory claims that humor is often related to inconsistency (Attardo, 1997), which shows that humor is often accompanied by contradiction. People with high levels of contradictory thinking believe that contradiction is a natural, inherent, and inevitable feature of virtually all existence (Spencer-Rodgers, 2017), and thus, they are more likely to be aware of inconsistencies in the surrounding environment. In contrast, people with low levels of contradictory thinking are less sensitive to inconsistency. As a result, not all employees can perceive the humor expressed by leaders. Only employees with high levels of contradictory thinking can perceive the inconsistency embedded in humorous language and behaviors and thus better understand leader humor. Given that, we propose the following:

H3a: Contradictory thinking moderates the relationship between leader humor and promotive voice; leader humor has a stronger effect on the promotive voice of employees with high levels of contradictory thinking than on the promotive voice of employees with low levels of contradictory thinking.

H3b: Contradictory thinking moderates the relationship between leader humor and prohibitive voice; leader humor has a stronger effect on the prohibitive voice of employees with high levels of contradictory thinking on the prohibitive voice of employees with low levels of contradictory thinking.

Moreover, this moderating model may be further influenced by the mediating role of employee voice. Specifically, employee voice mediates the relationship between leader humor and employee creativity; however, the effect size of this mediation depends on employees' contradictory thinking. Since leader humor has a strong impact on the voice behavior of employees with high levels of contradictory thinking, the mediating effect of employee voice on the relationship between leadership humor and creativity is expected to be stronger. In contrast, when employees have low levels of contradictory thinking, leadership humor has a weak influence on employee voice, and thus, the mediating effect of employee voice in the relationship between leadership humor and employee creativity is expected to be weaker.

H4a: Contradictory thinking has a moderating effect on the mediating role of promotive voice in the relationship between leader humor and incremental creativity (H2a). Leader humor has a stronger indirect effect on the incremental creativity of employees with high contradictory thinking than on the incremental creativity of employees with low contradictory thinking.

H4b: Contradictory thinking has a moderating effect on the mediating role of a prohibitive voice in the relationship between leader humor and radical creativity (H2b). Leader humor has a stronger indirect effect on the radical creativity of employees with high levels of contradictory thinking than the radical creativity of employees with low levels of contradictory thinking.



The moderating role of corporate ownership

Based on H4a and H4b, the present study further proposes that the moderated mediation effect of contradictory thinking may also be influenced by corporate ownership. Ownership is a common characteristic of Chinese enterprises (Peng and Luo, 2000). Although Chinese SOEs are market-oriented, they still retain traditional management styles. For example, many SOEs still adopt a bureaucratic management system with hierarchical and centralized characteristics, which is not conducive to encouraging employee voice. In contrast, POEs tend to be highly market-oriented and have a flatter management structure and a freer working atmosphere, thus encouraging employee voice. Recently, some POEs have established “suggestion boards” on their intranet systems to encourage employees to make suggestions for improving the enterprise. Thus, hypotheses 4a and 4b may not be supported in the case of SOEs.

H5a: Ownership moderates H4a; the moderating effect of contradictory thinking on the mediating role of a promotive voice in the relationship between leader humor and incremental creativity is stronger in POEs than in SOEs.

H5b: Ownership moderates H4b; the moderating effect of contradictory thinking on the mediating role of a prohibitive voice in the relationship between leader humor and radical creativity is stronger in POEs than in SOEs.

The research framework is illustrated in Figure 1.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Research framework.





Method


Participants and procedure

A total of 1,000 full-time employees were invited to participate in the survey. The participants did not know the research framework; they were only informed that the data would be used for statistical analysis rather than for other purposes. In addition, the participants included in the sample needed to have daily interactions with their direct supervisors. All data were collected at three time points. At time point 1, 1,000 participants rated their leader's humor, as well as their contradictory thinking and demographic information, and 937 valid questionnaires were collected. At time point 2, 937 participants rated their promotive and prohibitive voices in their workplace, and 881 valid questionnaires were collected. At time point 3, 881 participants were asked to rate their radical and incremental creativity, and 832 valid questionnaires were collected. After excluding unqualified samples (from those who failed to pass the quality check questions), 812 valid questionnaires were obtained.

Among the participants, 427 (52.6%) of them were from SOEs, including 150 men (35.1%) and 277 women (64.9%), with an average age of 31.37 years (SD = 8.319); 164 (38.4%) of them were unmarried, and 263 (61.6%) were married; 103 (24.1%) of participants had a senior high school or lower level of education, 124 (29.0%) had a junior college education, and 200 (46.9%) had an undergraduate or higher level of education. The average number of years they had worked in the current firm was 7.03 years (SD = 7.923). Moreover, 385 (47.4%) participants were from POEs, including 201 men (52.2%) and 184 women (47.8%), with an average age of 32.58 years (SD = 7.722); 144 (37.4%) of these participants were unmarried and 241 (62.6%) of them were married; 45 (11.7%) of them had a senior high school or lower level of education, 59 (15.3%) had a junior college education, 281 (73%) had an undergraduate or higher level of education; and the average years they worked in their current firm was 4.79 years (SD = 5.413).



Measures

All items in the questionnaire were rated on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree).


Leader humor

The Leader Humor Scale developed by Cooper et al. (2018) was used to measure leader humor. The scale contains three items, including: “In many situations, my leader will use humor to communicate with me.” The internal consistency coefficient (α), the McDonald's ω, the composite reliability (CR), and the average variance extracted (AVE) of the scale were 0.921, 0921, 0.950, and 0.863, respectively.



Employee voice

The scale proposed by Liang et al. (2012) was adopted to measure employee voice. The scale contains two subscales that measure a promotive and a prohibitive voice. The subscale of promotive voice contains five items, including “I proactively suggest new projects that are beneficial to the work unit,” while the subscale of prohibitive voice contains six items, including “I am willing to point out problems when they occur, even if it could hamper my relationship with other colleagues.” The internal consistency coefficients (α), the McDonald's ω, the CR, and the AVE of the promotive voice were 0.944, 0.945, 0.957, and 0.818, respectively. The internal consistency coefficients (α), the McDonald's ω, the CR, and the AVE of the prohibitive voice were 0.896, 0.897, 0.920, and 0.660, respectively.



Creativity

The instrument proposed by Gilson et al. (2012) includes subscales of radical and incremental creativity and was used to measure employee creativity. The subscale of radical creativity contains four items, including “When you think of the ideas you come up with at work, to what extent would you characterize them as being... departures from what is currently done or offered.” The subscale of incremental creativity contains three items, including “When you think of the ideas you come up with at work, to what extent would you characterize them as being... incremental improvements upon existing processes or products.” The internal consistency coefficients (α), the McDonald's ω, the CR, and the AVE of the radical creativity were 0.894, 0.895, 0.926, and 0.759, respectively. The internal consistency coefficients (α), the McDonald's ω, the CR, and the AVE of the incremental creativity were 0.899, 0.901, 0.937, and 0.833, respectively.



Contradictory thinking

The subscale of contradictory thinking in the Dialectical Thinking Scale for Chinese People developed by Hou (2004) was used to measure contradictory thinking. This subscale contains four items including: “I often find that things contradict themselves.” The internal consistency coefficient (α), the McDonald's ω, the CR, and the AVE of the scale were 0.824, 0.826, 0.884, and 0.655, respectively.



Control variables

According to the recommendations of Chow (2020), this study included in the model the following as control variables: sex, age, marital status, educational background, and years working in the current firm. Specifically, sex (male = 1 and female = 2), marital status (married = 1 and unmarried = 2), and education (senior high school and lower level = 1, junior college = 2, and undergraduate and higher level = 3) were categorical variables, while age and years working at the firm were continuous variables.





Results


Quality of the data

The present study used Mplus Version 7.4 to conduct confirmatory factor analysis. The results showed that, among the “leader humor + prohibitive voice + radical creativity + contradictory thinking” models, the four-factor model fit the data better than alternative models (χ2 = 489.046, χ2/df = 4.328, TLI = 0.954, CFI = 0.945, SRMR = 0.040, RMSEA = 0.064); among the “leader humor + promotive voice + incremental creativity + contradictory thinking” models, the four-factor model fit the data better than alternative models (χ2 = 305.884, χ2/df = 3.641, TLI = 0.969, CFI = 0.975, SRMR = 0.043, RMSEA = 0.057).1 To avoid the impact of the standard deviation, Harman's single-factor test was used to examine homology bias through SPSS 22.0. The result found that the first factor explained 38.750% of the total variation, which was lower than the 40% standard. Therefore, the standard deviation of the data was within an acceptable range.



Correlation analysis

Table 1 shows the data characteristics of each variable, including the mean value, standardized deviation, and the correlation coefficient. The results showed that leader humor was positively correlated with radical creativity (r = 0.294, p < 0.01) and incremental creativity (r = 0.297, p < 0.01). Leader humor was also positively correlated with a promotive voice (r = 0.295, p < 0.01), a prohibitive voice (r = 0.302, p < 0.01), and contradictory thinking (r = 0.117, p < 0.01). Moreover, a prohibitive voice was positively correlated with radical creativity (r = 0.523, p < 0.01), while a promotive voice was positively correlated with incremental creativity (r = 0.604, p < 0.01). These findings provide a basis for further hypothesis testing.


TABLE 1 Correlation analysis results.
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Hypothesis testing

An ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was used to test H1 and H2, and the results are shown in Table 2. Leader humor (collected at time point 1) had a significant positive correlation with radical creativity (adjusted R2 = 0.117, B = 0.213, p < 0.01) and incremental creativity (adjusted R2 = 0.123, B = 0.208, p < 0.01) (collected at time point 3). Hence, H1a and H1b were supported. In addition, leader humor was positively correlated with a promotive voice (adjusted R2 = 0.194, B = 0.236, p < 0.01) and a prohibitive voice (adjusted R2 = 0.167, B = 0.223, p < 0.01) (collected at time point 2). Next, Model 4 was constructed in PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) to test the mediating effect. The results showed that prohibitive voice mediated the influence of leadership humor on radical creativity (indirect effect = 0.105, SE = 0.018, 95% CI = 0.071 to 0.141; direct effect = 0.109, SE = 0.023, 95% CI = 0.064 to 0.153; total effect = 0.213, SE = 0.024, 95% CI = 0.166 to 0.261, the promotive voice was controlled). Promotive voice mediated the relationship between leader humor and incremental creativity (indirect effect = 0.122, SE = 0.019, 95% CI = 0.087 to 0.161; direct effect = 0.085, SE = 0.021, 95% CI = 0.045 to 0.126; total effect = 0.208, SE = 0.024, 95% CI = 0.162 to 0.254, the prohibitive voice was controlled). Therefore, H2a and H2b were supported.


TABLE 2 Regression analysis results.
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Next, H3 was tested by examining the significance of the interaction item (leader humor × contradiction) (Table 3). The results showed that leader humor was positively correlated with prohibitive voice (B = 0.073, p < 0.01) and contradictory thinking (B = 0.065, p < 0.01). Then, the interaction effect was significant (B = 0.050, p < 0.01), and the model explained more variance (adjusted R2 = 0.516, ΔR2 = 0.010, p < 0.01). Model 1 was then used in PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) to further test the moderating effect. The results showed that, when contradictory thinking was high, the effect of leader humor on prohibitive voice was significant (effect = 0.126, SE = 0.023, 95% CI = 0.080 to 0.172), and when contradictory thinking was low, the effect was not significant (effect = 0.014, SE = 0.024, 95% CI = −0.034 to 0.061). Thus, H3b was supported. Model 7 was used in PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) to test the effect of contradictory thinking on the mediating model. The results revealed that the indirect effect of leader humor on radical creativity was significant when contradictory thinking was high (indirect effect = 0.030, SE = 0.009, 95% CI = 0.014 to 0.049), the indirect effect was not significant when contradictory thinking was low (indirect effect = 0.003, SE = 0.009, 95% CI = −0.015 to 0.021), and that the indirect effect was significant when contradictory thinking was medium (indirect effect = 0.015, SE = 0.007, 95% CI = 0.003 to 0.029). The moderated mediating effect of the overall model was significant (index = 0.012, SE = 0.053, 95% CI = 0.003 to 0.024). Hence, H4b was supported. The same methods were used to test H3a and H4a. Leader humor was found to be significantly correlated with promotive voice (B = 0.091, p < 0.01). However, there was no significant correlation between contradictory thinking and promotive voice (B = −0.021, ns). In addition, the effect of the interaction term was also not significant (B = −0.023, ns). Therefore, H3a was rejected (Table 4), and further testing for H4a and H5a was unnecessary.


TABLE 3 The moderating effect of contradictory thinking on the relationship between leader humor and the prohibitive voice.
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TABLE 4 The moderating effect of contradictory thinking on the relationship between leader humor and the promotive voice.
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Finally, Model 11 was applied in PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) to conduct a three-way interaction analysis. The results showed that the effect of the overall model was not significant (index = 0.037, SE = 0.010, 95% CI = −0.014 to 0.023). However, in SOEs, the moderated mediation model was significant (indirect effect = 0.013, SE = 0.007, 95% CI = 0.002 to 0.029). In POEs, the moderated mediation model was not significant (indirect effect = 0.009, SE = 0.007, 95% CI = −0.004 to 0.025); thus, H5b was partially supported.

Furthermore, the present study used the simple slope method to draw the chart. Low/high levels of contradictory thinking were calculated using –/+ one standard deviation from the mean of the variable. Figure 2 shows that leader humor had a stronger positive influence on prohibitive voice when contradictory thinking was high and a weaker influence when contradictory thinking was low, consistent with H3b. Figure 3 shows that leader humor had a stronger indirect effect on radical creativity when contradictory thinking was high and a weaker indirect effect when contradictory thinking was low. Figure 4 shows that, among the four scenarios (“SOE-high contradiction,” “SOE-low contradiction,” “POE-high contradiction,” and “POE-low contradiction”), leader humor had a stronger indirect effect on radical creativity in the “SOE-high contradiction” case.
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FIGURE 2
 The moderating effect of contradictory thinking on the relationship between leader humor and a prohibitive voice.
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FIGURE 3
 The moderating effect of contradictory thinking on the indirect effect of leader humor on radical creativity.



[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Three-way interaction of leader humor and contradictory thinking and corporate ownership on radical creativity through a prohibitive voice.





Discussion


Theoretical contributions

This study makes the following four theoretical contributions. First, the results showed that leader humor had a significant positive effect on employee incremental and radical creativity. Previous studies have conceptualized and operationalized creativity as a single concept, which overlooks its inherent complexity. This study further divided creativity into radical and incremental creativity according to the recommendations of Madjar et al. (2011). In this respect, these findings not only contribute to the literature on leadership but also enrich the existing theories of creativity. Second, based on the BVT, the results showed that leader humor has a positive impact on both promotive and prohibitive types of voice. This result is consistent with the conclusions of previous research (Lin, 2016; Tan et al., 2021). More importantly, this study presents the first efforts to distinguish the mechanisms by which leader humor influences different types of creativity. In specific, the results showed that a promotive voice mediates the impact of leader humor on incremental creativity, whereas a prohibitive voice mediates the association between leader humor and radical creativity. Thus, different types of employee voices may lead to different types of creativity.

Third, this study found that contradictory thinking moderates the effect of leader humor on employee voice. Compared to employees with low levels of contradictory thinking, employees with high levels of contradictory thinking are more likely to perceive leader humor and thus express their voice. However, it was also found that contradictory thinking only moderates the relationship between leader humor and prohibitive voice but not between leader humor and promotive voice. This may be because Chinese culture emphasizes maintaining and prioritizing harmony. Thus, compared to the prohibitive voice that may put employees' relationships with leaders at risk, Chinese employees are more inclined to propose suggestions that maintain internal unity and stability, such as a promotive voice. Consequently, such social desirability for a promotive voice may make the participants exhibit bias in the process of completing the questionnaire.

Fourth, the moderated mediation effect was supported in SOEs but not in POEs. This conclusion was contrary to our hypothesis. The result further found that the indirect effect of leader humor on the radical creativity of employees with high levels of contradictory thinking through prohibitive voice is greater in SOEs than in POEs (“SOE-high contradiction” > “POE-high contradiction”). We attributed this phenomenon to the following reasons: There has been a growing demand for employment in China over recent years, which may result in increased difficulty in finding a new job. As a result, employees may be less willing to risk losing their current job to exhibit a prohibitive voice. Compared to employees in POEs, employees in SOEs are better protected (Sheng and Zhao, 2013) by law and thus have the courage to exhibit a prohibitive voice. However, employees in POEs have lower job security, and even if they perceive leader humor, they are unlikely to exhibit a prohibitive voice that may challenge their relationships with the leaders. Moreover, compared to POEs, SOEs are more likely to obtain external resources from universities, scientific institutions, and the government (Liu et al., 2017) to facilitate innovation in China (Choi et al., 2011). In contrast, POEs have fewer resources and are thus less capable of implementing innovation changes. Even though leaders are well aware of the prohibitive voice, the implementation of such suggestions is likely restricted due to limited resources in POEs. Therefore, employees in POEs may not have a stronger motivation to exhibit a prohibitive voice.



Practical implications

This study has some practical implications. First, this study found that radical and incremental creativity are not mutually exclusive, and thus, we suggest that managers should regard humor as an interpersonal resource that enhances employee creativity. Second, the findings showed that leader humor stimulates employee creativity by letting them voice their opinions. Therefore, we recommend that enterprises should provide communication training to managers and further encourage them to communicate with employees humorously. Third, we recommend that POEs adopt some management measures to enhance employees' job security, such as offering stock ownership plans or long-term work contracts. In addition, to encourage innovative projects in POEs, we recommend that the government provide them with more resources and opportunities for trial and error.



Limitations and future research

This study has some limitations that should be considered. First, social desirability may have influenced the participants' evaluation of the questionnaire on the concept of a promotive voice. Future research should control for such an effect. Second, all variables in this study were self-reported by participants. Although the standard deviation of the data was within an acceptable range, this design inevitably led to some bias. We recommend that multisource data collection be used in the future, such as collecting another set of data with multiple sources of data (leaders and followers) and attempting to replicate the outcomes. Third, we used questionnaires to explore how leader humor influences two types of creativity, but this method may not provide evidence for causal relations between variables. Future studies should investigate causality through an experimental design.
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Footnotes

1 The Composite Reliability (CR) and the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) of all factors are greater than 0.7 and 0.5 respectively.
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While making great strides in recent decades to connect leadership and human flourishing, the positive leadership literature has yet to focus on the aspect of the communal. Based on a close reading of Augustine’s works, this paper examines Augustinian leadership and emphasizes the importance of a view on leadership that aims at community building and contains an ethical framework characterized by veracity. This leadership style is founded on caritas (Gr.: agape, Eng.: love) as the main motive for leaders. Based on Augustine’s thinking, this kind of love is defined as a way to attain knowledge. We identify four subconstructs to constitute an Augustinian leadership scale: Centrality of the community, Veracity, Empathy and Success (through temperance). We provide theoretical grounds for the distinctiveness of this leadership construct as compared with neighboring constructs. Finally, we propose a testable framework of Augustinian leadership with a direct effect on affective commitment as well as a mediated effect, and with a sense of belonging as the mediating variable. We provide ideas for future research and present practical implications of the theoretical insights on Augustinian leadership.
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Introduction

Leadership research has shifted from focusing on the leader to focusing more on the relationship between leaders and followers. Moreover, ethical considerations are increasingly being incorporated into more theories of leadership. The idea here is that greater attention not only to relationships in which human beings flourish but also to the broader organizational and ethical context will contribute to greater well-being for more people (Kelloway et al., 2013; Zhang and Song, 2020). However, these positive leadership theories still have a strongly individual focus, even though the follower is now the subject of interest rather than the leader (e.g., servant leadership, Van Dierendonck, 2011; Eva et al., 2019). However, in other cases, the leadership theory still focuses on leadership behavior or performance (e.g., transformational leadership, Wang et al., 2011). What is needed is a combined focus on the communal—that emphasizes the need to nurture a culture characterized by compassionate love—and an ethical framework characterized by veracity (cf. Nohria and Khurana, 2010; Rosette and Tost, 2010).

Positive leadership research has shown that organizational members are more willing to follow—and even go the extra mile for—leaders with high ethical standards and who value relationships. This manifests itself, for example, in high organizational citizenship behavior (Mo and Shi, 2017) or extra employee effort, both of which are related to higher performance by the firm (De Luque et al., 2008). In early Christianity, leadership, community and morality were very closely related, and even though the context of society and organization has changed, contemporary scholars frequently call for a closer connection to be made between those concepts once more (Sendjaya, 2005; Nohria and Khurana, 2010). What better place to search for answers than in the ancient source material itself, that is, going ad fontes, specifically in the texts of one of the church fathers who is widely considered to have greatly impacted Western thinking, namely Augustine (Pollmann and Otten, 2013). In the positive leadership literature we conceptualize Augustinian leadership as a leadership style connecting a communal perspective and morality, thus complementing the widely adopted insights from servant and transformational leadership. The ancient Christian thinker Augustine did not formulate a leadership theory himself, but through a close reading of crucial passages in his works in context we uncover his thoughts on leadership. By tapping into Augustine’s thinking, we are able to stretch our frame of reference and enrich our view on leadership.

A fundamental motive for human action and a prerequisite for human flourishing is “to belong” (Fromm, 1956). By engaging in reciprocal relationships, an individual develops an identity of their own (Buber, 1923/1978). Paving the way for this relational view of man, Scholastic theologians adopted a standpoint captured in the phrase: homo est esse ad. This means that a human is, because he is related to, as opposed to the Cartesian view that humans are because they think (cogito ergo sum). People base their self-conceptualization on, among other things, the groups they are members of and the leaders that appeal to their values and beliefs (Knez, 2016). The importance of a relational view of leadership has been pointed out by scholars developing the Leader–Member Exchange (LMX) theory of leadership (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) and the social identity theory of leadership (Hogg, 2001; Steffens et al., 2021). Instead of focusing on the leader or the follower, the LMX theory incorporates both viewpoints together with the dyadic relationship. For this reason, surveys on LMX are designed to be taken by members as well as leaders, and concern behaviors of the leader combined with characteristics of the relationship [Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), p. 237].

This paper addresses the conceptualization of an Augustinian leadership scale. First, the leadership dimensions are distilled by going ad fontes (i.e., reading Augustine’s texts). Next, a comparison is made with neighboring leadership constructs to identify overlapping and distinguishing components. Finally, a model is proposed with affective commitment as a possible result of Augustinian leadership, with a mediating variable. We thus contribute to the field of positive leadership by conceptualizing a leadership style with its effects, thereby providing a testable framework for future research.



Augustinian leadership

Because Augustine’s thoughts on leadership are, as it were, implicitly and explicitly woven into treatises on themes such as community building, love or human happiness, we have selected as the starting point of our reflection on leadership those passages from his work in which this intertwining is most clearly expressed.

First, we provide insight into Augustine’s societal context, along with some biographical information. In the second part, the central work of Augustine (1961) is his In epistolam Johannis ad Parthos, which contains his reflections on the apostle John’s view on love. In the third part, we mainly draw on Augustine’s De beata vita and his Praeceptum (Augustine, 1967, 1970). These works contain practical guidance for, respectively, living a virtuous life and leading a community. In his De Civitate Dei, Chapter 24, Augustine defines a community as “an assemblage of reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of their love.” Here again, love is the central construct to understanding a community and its members. Because of the centrality of this construct, we first discuss its layers of meaning.

In the following, we present Augustine’s thoughts insofar as they present insights into leadership from a business economic and psychological viewpoint. We thus do not aim to present the full spectrum of Augustine’s thoughts, and this will mean losing some of the richness of his works. However, we do provide a coherent leadership framework that is based on scholarly insights into Augustine’s teaching. All insights below have previously been published in theological, peer-reviewed journals.



Context

Few thinkers can rival Augustine’s (354–430) influence on Western anthropology, theology and cosmology (Pollmann and Otten, 2013). His career as a teacher of rhetoric was made in Madaura, Carthage, Rome and Milan. After his baptism in Milan in 387 he developed into an extraordinarily prolific writer. As bishop of Hippo—he was ordained in 395—he wrote a great number of sermons, letters, biblical commentaries and longer works in which he emphasised the primacy of grace, arguing that this preceded good will. He also composed treatises in which he attempted to safeguard the unity of the church, for instance by accusing the Donatists of seriously wounding the church, the Body of Christ, through their schism, as we shall see below. His examination of conscience and the self-analysis performed in his Confessiones, as well as his account of history and of the ideal social and societal order in De civitate Dei, composed to prove the value of Christianity, have been most influential throughout the centuries. But at the end of his life, Augustine had to leave four works unfinished. One of these was his Retractationes (426–427): the catalogue of his works in chronological order, each accompanied by criticisms, corrections, and comments. It was intended as a toolbox for the expansion and spread of Latin Christendom (Drecoll, 2002).

In the decades before he was born, Africa had experienced an unprecedented economic boom, having developed into the granary of the late Roman Empire. The region where Augustine grew up was very prosperous in the third to early fourth centuries, which was reflected in the construction of public monuments, such as amphitheaters, in the cities. But in the fourth century, prosperity waned in the cities of what is now North Africa. The region in which Thagaste was located became more agrarian again and famine was not uncommon in the countryside. Born the son of an admittedly impoverished but still Roman aristocrat, Augustine, however, did not really know poverty. Even as a teacher and later as a bishop, he belonged to an elite. It was during his period as a bishop that he began devoting thoughts to leadership. He did so at a time when leadership was not upheld democratically; not infrequently, the law of the strongest applied.



Love as the key motive for human behavior

Central to Augustine’s thinking on human relations is caritas (Eng.: love) as a way of achieving knowledge (Lat.: via amoris). In Augustine’s thinking, the substantive “love” has many meanings. The layers of meaning he attributes to the word are sometimes not even separable from each other. In his In epistolam Johannis ad Parthos (ep. Io. tr., 415/1961), for example, it turns out to be a very layered concept. In its highest form, love is God himself (415/1961, 1.11; 8.5–8.7). However, love also appears to be a force in man because it is supposed to be a commandment and the ultimate goal of all commandments (415/1961, 1.9; 5.2; 6.4; 10.4; 10.5). By “love” is expressed a fundamental attitude and way of life (415/1961, 5.2; 9.1). It also stands for an inner force that, like desire, creates in man a receptivity towards God (415/1961, 6.8; 6.10; 6.12). As an inner force, moreover, love appears almost inseparable from love as a gift of grace (ep. Io. tr. 6.8). Love cannot exist without the Spirit of God. But it simultaneously takes shape in personal love for one’s neighbor (415/1961, 6.10; 7.5; 7.6. cf. 1 John 4: 7–8).

In his In epistolam Johannis ad Parthos, Augustine thereby also indicates the different stages to be distinguished in the growth of love. For example, he relates the physical love of married couples, which is related to the creative urge that is eros, to God by referring to it as a first stage in the development towards real Love. He also sees the willingness to do something for another and compassion for someone in need as the first stage in this development (415/1961, 5.12). This love should be further nourished by the word of God. When this happens, according to Augustine, the motive (“love”) and the basic attitude (“humility”) coincide. He sees the willingness to give one’s life for a fellow human being, or even for an enemy, as a sign of perfect love. It is in this, that man still senses the unknowable being of God (415/1961, 5.12; 6.1; 6.13).

Of crucial importance in Augustine’s view of caritas is that love involves a way of knowing. The via amoris is a way in which the creative urge (eros) is embedded in agape (caritas). Since Descartes and the Enlightenment, we have seen reason and reason alone as a capacity by which we know and arrive at substantiated insights. For Augustine, the capacity to love is crucial in order to arrive at knowledge, insight and wisdom. In the second book of De doctrina christiana (397/1866), Augustine writes that the insight into the insufficiency of the faculty of knowing can be overcome by love as a way of knowing, because it eliminates pride (Augustine, 1866). Moreover, Augustine maintained that humility is the seedbed of love and leads to deepened insight into the self, the other, the mystery of life. Loving someone would even lead to the highest possible form of knowledge (Van Geest, 2011).

In contrast with the first categories of love, eros and philia, this latter conceptualization of agape (or caritas) is not primarily concerned with admiration for the other, nor is it a form of contemplation; rather, it is an active, moral form of loving the other (Van Geest, 2011, p. 172; see also Levinas, 1994). This love directed to the other is based on the dignity they possess as a human being instead of a dignity resulting from either their societal status, possessions or capabilities.

The kind of love to which Augustine frequently referred was thus not of the romantic or erotic kind; rather, he meant to point out the importance of compassionate or neighborly love. For him, the power of caritas remains a mystery, just as the source of love (God) is. In epistolam Johannis ad Parthos, he states that no one can say what face, what form, what stature, what feet or what hands love has. But Augustine hastens to add that love has hands, for they reach out to the poor; eyes, for they see who is in need (415/1961, 7.10). In the context of this concept of love, he develops in his works four key leadership constructs that cannot be understood without keeping in mind their purpose: to love (see Figure 1). These four are: Love for the community, love for truth, love for the individual and ensuring durability for the community. We label these aspects respectively: Centrality of the community, Veracity, Empathy and Success (through temperance). We now turn to elaborate on each aspect of Augustinian leadership.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Augustinian leadership and its subconstructs.




The dimensions of Augustinian leadership

As stated before, Augustine did not form a comprehensive leadership theory. He was, however, one of the first to systematically reflect on human behavior, the will and memory. In doing so, he countered ideas of the Platonic school that praised the rational capacities of human beings and thought honor to be a laudable cause to strive for. Augustine thought humility should be the basic attitude for leaders and love the key motive for behavior. People’s will and the ordo which they live in is strongly determined by factors outside people’s influence. Possessions and capabilities are granted to people by gratia (Eng.: grace). In the era he lived in, this anti-meritocratic view was strongly against the view of man, represented by his opponent Pelagius, who placed greater emphasis on the fact that people determine their own future. Certainly, in his later period, Augustine commented on this, maintaining that man’s recognition that he owed his talents, educational opportunities and development mainly to others and to the Creator would make him more humble (Drecoll, 2020). Centuries later, influential thinkers like Thomas Aquinas and John Calvin, built on Augustine’s thinking, making him a foundational thinker for their view on subjects such as love and leadership, among other things.

In Augustine’s thoughts on man and human existence, the assumption is not that man is because he thinks (Descartes), even though he presumes reason to be man’s highest capacity. In his anthropology, the human being is first and foremost a relational being. The human being is because he is able to establish relationships with others. This implies dualities under which leaders find themselves placed. Should a leader be result-oriented or also keen to impress upon employees that their work has meaning? Should they be action-oriented or condition-oriented, as Augustine envisaged when he developed a leadership model in his Praeceptum? In the Augustinian leadership model, the guiding questions posed by the church father to his people read, namely: what do you need; what preconditions may I create for you so that you not only experience yourself as a meaningful link in a community, but also remain focused on the common goal of us together; a goal characterized by the pursuit of a good relationship and reciprocity? (cf. Praeceptum 1; 5).


Centrality of the community

The Augustinian leader prioritizes a flourishing community over self-interest and pure altruism. Clarifying this prioritization, Augustine in his Praeceptum postulates a reciprocal relationship between the well-being of the community and of each individual participating in it, as well as between the praepositus (leader, overseer) and the community’s members (Van Bavel, 1959; Verheijen, 1980). Every member of the community, including the leader, needs the others to flourish (Praeceptum 1,3; De Civitate Dei XIX). Together they are travelling through life, helping each other in their development. One of the conditions for a community to flourish is that participants cannot place their self-interest above the communal interest. Moreover, the community is not supposed to be a vehicle for self-actualization nor to consolidate their power. Augustine tells his confreres in the fifth chapter of his Praeceptum that they must never work to pursue their own interests but should be all the more zealous about their work because it benefits the community (397/1967, 5,2). Therefore, he opens his Praeceptum with the admonishment to live together in unity, “with one soul and one heart, towards God.” (397/1967, Praeceptum 1; cf. Acts 4: 31–35). Just as in the earlier Ordo Monasterii, in the Praeceptum he identifies this aspect as the path to God. At the end of the first chapter, he associates the path to God (in Deum), which is established through unity of heart and soul, with the way we treat our neighbors (397/1967, Praeceptum 1; Van Bavel, 1996). With this inclusion in the first chapter, Augustine indicates that the perfection of the individual is related to the wholeness of the community and to the way we relate to others. And yet this great unity of heart and soul is supported mainly by the way in which people live together in everyday life: within the inclusion (Van Geest, 2020).

In order for the community to have a long lifespan, the Augustinian leader will strive for unitas (Eng.: unity), which presupposes compassionate disciplina (Eng.: discipline or correction) (Van Bavel, 1959). The latter is merely a method, never a goal in itself. To employ discipline in a predictable and just way, the Augustinian leader defines the community’s boundary conditions. This way, guidance is offered to the members and appropriate measures can be taken when someone does not conform to the agreements made (Van Bavel, 1959). Augustinian leadership thus facilitates concordia (Eng.: harmony).



Veracity

Next, to unitas, the Augustinian leader sees veracity as the central component of morality. This means that speaking the truth is paramount in the ethical considerations of this leader. Lies, defined as willingly telling anything other than the truth or as withholding the truth, are not allowed (Van Geest, 2007). This in contrast to other church fathers who found white lies justifiable because, for example, it would not show mercy for a dying mother to be told in the hour of her death that her son had died in war. Although Augustine recognizes that he would not meet his own standard in such a situation, he still argues that the mother should be told the truth. He explains his point by stating that if people do not speak the truth, they do not stay on the track of the Truth that encompasses the world (Van Geest, 2017). This is because of the deteriorating effect lying has on the relationship: it makes group members doubt the trustworthiness of the person who is lying. In any case of defective behavior, be it lying or something else, the Augustinian leader enacts discipline compassionately. This means that a dialogic approach is chosen, instead of measures of hard power to instill fear in the person who wronged the group. This individual should be pointed toward the desirable behavior, and the leader’s efforts should be aimed at maintaining this person as a member of the group.



Empathy

Here, we clearly see the importance of empathy in Augustinian leadership. The Augustinian leader grants each member time to become accustomed to the group norms and disciplines mercifully in the case where a member does not live up to these norms (Praeceptum 7; Schrama, 1991; Burt, 1999). The reason for this being that the norms are neither ends to strive for, nor a way to measure each members’ perfection. Norms are in place to facilitate the development of each individual towards a better way of dealing with others (Köpf, 2007). This process culminates in concordia (Eng.: harmony). Moreover, while the leader is not primarily tasked with every member’s self-actualization, it is part of their responsibility to acknowledge every individual’s singularity and to adapt the way in which each group member is treated, according to their needs. This means that the strongest members are being challenged enough to develop personally, while the weaker members receive extra support to accomplish the given tasks. In the Augustinian leadership model, the church father aims at providing the preconditions needed for his people to thrive and experience themselves as a meaningful link in a community which strives after good relationships and reciprocity (cf. Augustine, 397/1967, Praeceptum 1,5; Zumkeller, 1968).

There is also a tension between leadership that focuses on thinking and doing and leadership that finds identity and development of primary importance. In the Augustinian leadership model, these two forms of leadership coincide. A bishop, sermo 340 shows, is good not only because he has worked out a good strategy for the future of his local church or shows himself to be a skilled administrator who keeps the finances well organized. Above all, a good bishop also knows himself anchored in the community he has to lead. His function and responsibilities do not separate him from his people. Feeling part of the community is the basis for good leadership. This means the leader should not place himself above the community: that is, he has to be humble. Indeed, he can do well only when he is able to experience the power of consolation and encouragement. Thus, unity is not only posited as essential for the community, but also within the leader, who should be integer: praxis and intentions should be one (sermo 340a).



Success through temperance

In order to maintain the community and provide stability for the group members, the Augustinian leader strives for success, albeit through temperance. To him, success is equal to the durability of the community and to attain this, temperance is the required attitude (Praeceptum 1,3). The Stoic ne quid nimis principle (“nothing in excess”) is central to Augustine’s thought on this matter (Lawless, 1987). Too little or too much of anything is not desirable. He writes: “Not that he [the superior] must give everyone an equal share, because you are not all of equal strength, but he must give to each one what he personally needs.” Thus, in Praeceptum 1,2 (397/1967), he translates the Stoic ne quid nimis principle into specific guidelines (Lawless, 1987; Van Geest, 2020). To illustrate his point, Augustine uses the example of Sergius Orata, a wealthy entrepreneur and inventor in the Roman Empire (n.d./1970). This man owned luxurious spas and was astute. However, due to his perceptiveness, he knew all too well that all his possessions could be lost due to some adversity. Augustine’s conclusion in his De beata vita was that this fear of losing his possessions kept him from achieving true happiness. The same is true, however, for the poor whose worry stems from the lack they experience. In order to achieve true happiness, one should have just enough of everything in order not to worry about providing for one’s own community while also not living in fear of losing the acquired wealth. To know when “wealth sufficiency”—that is, success—is achieved, wisdom (Lat.: prudentia) is needed. A wise and successful person is one who knows how to live with temperance.

Furthermore, Augustine states that temperantia is not a virtue solely applicable to the amount of personal or communal wealth. He also connects this concept to living a balanced life (Lawless, 1987; n.d./1970, IV.25). Augustine identifies seven—mutually interacting—"layers” constituting a balanced life (n.d./1970, IV.25; Van Geest, 2004). First, no life exists without body and breath. The second layer consists of the senses, e.g., seeing, feeling, and tasting. The intellectual abilities, as well as manual and artistic competencies, of human beings form the third part. The fourth aspect of the balanced life is morality. The final three layers form the transcendent part of human life, with the soul becoming one with God as the final layer. Modesty, or temperance, is essential for development of the soul and for living a balanced life and should be visible through humility. Augustine even states that a leader should be cured from superbia (“pride”), and this would be seen to be accomplished when the person becomes humble. In the fourth chapter of his Praeceptum (397/1967), Augustine begins by pointing out to his confreres that they must not try to stand out by their clothes, but by their attitude to life. The reason for that is that only a humble person can relate to others in a way that helps them grow and live an ordered life in contentment.




Neighboring leadership concepts

The Augustinian view on leadership contributes to the understanding of leadership centered on the organization as a community and containing moral dimensions. In this field, several leadership constructs already exist. In our comparison with neighboring constructs, the focus will be on servant leadership, transformational leadership and LMX. This is because these theories have generated a great deal of interest in leadership research and they either contain a moral component (servant and transformational leadership) or have a relational focus (LMX). For that reason, we do not consider other leadership theories, such as authentic leadership, where the main focus is on the authenticity of the leader. Augustinian leadership, we argue, can be differentiated from these leadership styles. The summary of our discussion can be found in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Comparison of Augustinian leadership with neighboring leadership constructs.
[image: Table1]

While servant leadership focuses on the individual, the proposed Augustinian view on leadership prioritizes building a community. Community building has been considered a vital ingredient for servant leadership (Laub, 1999), but Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) conclude that this characteristic does not belong in the Servant Leadership Questionnaire since it is not unique to this leadership style. Moreover, in the systematic review on servant leadership by Eva et al. (2019) only one of the three recommended measures of servant leadership behavior contains items on the communal focus of the leader. In this measure, the SL-7 compiled by Liden et al. (2015), the community consists of the organization’s surroundings. Adding to this, Yukl (2010) states that servant leaders prioritize social responsibility over short-term performance of the organization. While this may seem laudable, it also makes it more difficult for the leader to resolve the conflicting needs of team members and the organization (p. 421). In Augustinian thinking, this problem is less likely to arise because the leader is not called to serve in the first place—although serving is an important aspect of Augustinian leadership (Shirin, 2014). However, the Augustinian leader is expected to exercise authority when the situation calls for it.

The fact that Augustinian leadership gives priority to building a community also makes it possible to distinguish this leadership style as a complement to transformational leadership. The latter is mainly oriented toward idealized influence, or charisma (that is, at the person and behavior of the leader) (Bass, 1999; Yukl, 2010; Van Knippenberg and Sitkin, 2013). Through this behavior, characterized by idealized influence and intellectual stimulation, the leader is expected to align the personal interests of followers with the interests of the organization (Bass, 1999). Transformational and Augustinian leadership share some resemblance on this point, because followers should be oriented to communal interests above self-interest. However, all members of the organization going in the same direction is not the same thing as forming a community. In the proposed model of Augustinian leadership, a reciprocal relationship between individual flourishing and serving communal goals is a core ingredient of forming a closely knit community. Moreover, in order to achieve alignment of interests, the transformational leader starts with a vision and by articulating this he engenders respect and loyalty in the followers (Banks et al., 2016). Thus, the leader and his actions are the primary focus of this leadership style, which distinguishes this style from Augustinian leadership, since the proposed leadership framework emphasizes the importance of the community over the individual importance of either the leader or the follower. Finally, the communal focus of the Augustinian leader distinguishes the style from LMX theory, because of the dyadic focus of the latter. Here, collectivity is defined as the aggregation of dyads (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Within these collectivities, the network of relationships which forms the leadership structure is mapped onto the task structure of the organization, analyzing relationship effectiveness. This shows the dyadic and task-oriented focus of LMX theory. It leaves out aspects of culture and the sense of belonging to a group that serve to bind the dyadic relationships together.

The Augustinian leader acknowledges the importance of communal success in the long run to provide for and maintain the community. As stated above, leaders and members are called to place communal goals above self-interest. By doing so, they ensure that they will receive what they need when the fruit of their work is distributed among the community’s members. Yukl (2010) stated that in servant leadership the prioritization works the other way around, that is, the employee’s interest is put at the top. This makes it more difficult for a true servant leader to make decisions that would benefit the organization in the short run while benefitting its members as well—for example, by securing employment opportunities through obtaining higher financial buffers. Theory on transformational leadership does take organizational gain into account and is aimed at inspiring followers to transcend their self-interest (Bass, 1999). Hence, this theory shows some resemblance to Augustinian leadership, though the latter explicitly strives for success through temperance and within an ethical framework characterized by veracity. This prescriptive ethical framework differs from the moral basis of transformational leadership because, in the latter theory, identifying the content of morality is left to respondents rating their leader (Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999; Hannah et al., 2014; Hoch et al., 2018).

Its emphasis on the importance and content of morality, via veracity, is expected to distinguish the Augustinian leadership style from servant and transformational leadership, because morality in these latter theories means the moral development of the follower (Bass, 1999; Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). Moreover, with regard to servant leadership the moral component is not clearly conceptualized at all (Lemoine et al., 2019; Nullens, 2019). Leaders are expected to elevate followers’ moral consciousness and their capacity to act ethically, either through exemplary behavior, e.g., idealized behavioral influence, or by sharing (personal) values and beliefs (Bass, 1999). According to Yukl (2010), transformational theory is a rather behavior-oriented leadership style, while servant leadership, belonging to the stream of ethical leadership, emphasizes morality and values more strongly than transformational leadership (see also: Lemoine, 2015; Hoch et al., 2018). That is why the row headed “Moral component” in Table 1 states that this aspect is “unspecified” for transformational leadership. In LMX theory, morality is never mentioned as an aspect of relationship quality, which is the main variable in this field (Mahsud et al., 2010).

Lastly, empathy is considered a distinctive aspect of Augustinian leadership compared with servant leadership, transformational leadership and LMX. In Praeceptum 5 (Augustine, 397/1967), Augustine asks the follower and leader to open themselves to each other in order to be able to empathize with the other’s person and situation. While empathy is considered to be an integral part of servant leadership by some scholars (Spears, 2010), Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) state that this construct, along with listening, is “not unique to servant leadership” (p. 319). Their conclusion after composing and testing the Servant Leadership Questionnaire is that the items associated with empathy should be dropped. Empathy, as operationalized here, partly overlaps with the construct individualized consideration, which is an element of transformational leadership (Bass, 1999). However, this construct mainly focuses on the opportunity of personal and professional growth, comparable with the construct growth in servant leadership (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006), and does not take into account the importance of emotions and perspective-taking (Avolio and Bass, 1995, p. 202). Finally, empathy as a core part of Augustinian leadership clearly distinguishes this theory from LMX, because in the latter this construct is not considered to be fundamental (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Rather, taking listening as a proxy for empathy, studies have found this to be an antecedent to high quality relationships, that is, high LMX (Mahsud et al., 2010; Lloyd et al., 2017).

The overall comparison between Augustinian leadership and the three neighboring styles of leadership is provided in Table 1. This table was first composed by Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) and adapted for the purposes of this paper. As they did not explicate the contents of morality, we added the row headed “Moral contents.”



Augustinian leadership, sense of belonging and affective commitment

Besides conceptualizing Augustinian leadership based on what it is, we aim with this paper to provide insight into the expected outcome of applying the principles of Augustinian leadership, including a mediating effect (see Figure 2, cf. Carasco-Saul et al., 2015). This forms a starting point for identifying the practical relevance of Augustinian leadership, with possibilities for future research to crystallize our understanding of this leadership construct and its antecedents, correlates and outcomes. For this first framework, we employ the literature on organizational commitment since this deals with the attachment of individual interests to social systems (Kanter, 1968). These systems, or communities, play a significant role in Augustinian teachings (Augustine, 397/1967). Moreover, organizational commitment has proven to be a highly relevant construct in explaining employee well-being, turnover intention and job satisfaction (Wiener et al., 1987; Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Panaccio and Vandenberghe, 2009).
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FIGURE 2
 Proposed relationship between Augustinian leadership, sense of belonging, and affective commitment.


Below, we discuss our proposed conceptual framework on Augustinian leadership in relation to the extant literature. Per relationship within the model, we form a proposition which follows from the theoretical discussion.

Figure 1 illustrates our model of Augustinian leadership. We identify the four dimensions by going ad fontes: Centrality of the community, Veracity, Empathy and Success (through temperance). Consistent with the development of other leadership scales, these four dimensions are expected to correlate strongly and function as indicators of Augustinian leadership as a latent construct (cf. Dahling et al., 2009). Following this, our first proposition is:


Augustinian leadership is expected to consist of four dimensions, namely: communal focus, veracity, empathy, and success (through temperance).
 

Converging the work on organizational commitment and developing the Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ), Mowday et al. (1979) laid the foundation for developing further insights into this concept. In their seminal paper they define organizational commitment as “the relative strength of an individual’s identification with and involvement in a particular organization” (p. 4). Although this is a multifaceted definition, it is still one definition for a layered construct. Currently, scholars agree that organizational commitment is a multidimensional construct and identify three forms of commitment: affective commitment, normative commitment and continuance commitment (Meyer and Allen, 1991; Meyer et al., 2002). We will first discuss the latter two briefly, and, since affective commitment is chosen as the main construct, we will dive into this construct more deeply later. Normative commitment is based on an individual’s belief that he “ought to” stay, a belief that stems from internalized norms leading to the conclusion that staying with the organization is a moral obligation (Allen and Meyer, 1990). Continuance commitment is grounded on the calculative approach employees take to deciding whether to stay or leave. When leaving the organization is accompanied with (perceived) higher costs than staying, an individual will stay, and vice versa (Becker, 1960). Finally, affective commitment measures whether an individual “wants to” stay at the organization, based on emotional attachment to, identification with and involvement in the organization (Meyer and Allen, 1991). Based on this characterization of affective commitment, it is clear that the emotional aspect is complemented with an evaluative aspect. In Meyer and Allen’s (1991), piece the evaluative part of affective commitment can be seen in, among other things, the importance of the fulfillment of pre-entry expectations (pp. 70 and 75). The antecedents for this form of commitment, identified by (Meyer and Allen, 1991; see also Mathieu and Zajac, 1990), are “personal characteristics,” “organizational structure” and “work experiences.” This last category consists of objective and subjective job characteristics, such as autonomy, organizational support and supervisor consideration (p. 71). DeCotiis and Summers (1987) identify a similar antecedent to organizational commitment, calling it “organizational processes.” They state that these processes “are the way things get done in an organization” (p. 451), including leadership. Ethical leadership, with ethical climate as the mediating variable, has indeed been shown to impact affective commitment (Demirtas and Akdogan, 2015). Kim (2014) found a direct and indirect, via clan culture, effect of transformational leadership on affective commitment. Hence, because Augustinian leaders prioritize building and maintaining the community with individual consideration, we expect members of the organization to be more likely to want to stay at the organization, that is, to show affective commitment. Following this, our second proposition is:


Augustinian leadership is expected to have a positive effect on affective commitment.
 

The communal focus of Augustine’s thinking is not merely a postulate with conclusions on the macro-level. In his writings, he states that every human being always belongs to some group, and at the macro level to the human species. Belonging is a disposition for every person, and a gift (Augustine, 397/1967, Praeceptum 1 and 5). At the same time, the leader is called to actualize the sense of belonging (Augustine, 397/1967, Praeceptum 5). This construct is relatively new in leadership studies. Most studies related to it are conducted in educational research (e.g., Freeman et al., 2007; Allen et al., 2018). For the development of the instrument that is the sense of belonging, Hagerty and Patusky (1995) tested their scale with students, patients and Roman Catholic nuns—all individuals associated with the public sector. However, the closely related concept of organizational identification has gained a lot of scholarly attention. If a member strongly perceives himself to be part of the organization, organizational affairs become psychologically attached to the individual’s perceived success (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). This process is called organizational identification and this belongs to the stream of research into social identification (Ashforth et al., 2008). Tajfel (1982), in his foundational paper on the topic of social identity theory, states that for identification two components are necessary, namely: a cognitive component that concerns “awareness of membership” and an evaluative component that means this awareness is accompanied with “some value connotations” (p. 2). A study by Cameron (2004) shows that a three-component model would be even stronger. His model consists of “Centrality,” the “In-group affect” and “In-group ties.” The first concept refers to the idea that not every involvement in a group is as central to an individual’s self-categorization as other group memberships. Second, the in-group affect is closely related to Tajfel’s evaluative component of identification, though here the emphasis is on the emotional value of group membership. The third aspect, in-group ties, is closely related to sense of belonging, because this aspect is operationalized as the extent to which individuals feel they are part of the group (Cameron, 2004, p. 243). Harris and Cameron (2005) argue that this multi-dimensional approach to identification is needed in order to explore more detailed relationships between organizational identification and its consequences. For example, in their study they find that the more emotionally relevant dimensions of identification are more strongly correlated to self-efficacy. For the purposes of this study, we focus on sense of belonging as an aspect of organizational identification.

Organizational identification has been connected to organizational commitment as an antecedent and an overlapping construct (Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Wiesenfeld et al., 2001; Riketta, 2005). It has been shown to positively impact employee performance and creativeness (Riketta, 2005; Hirst et al., 2009). Organizational factors and interpersonal factors, specifically leadership, have been identified as antecedents of organizational identification (He and Brown, 2013; Luo et al., 2022; Niu et al., 2022). For example, transactional and transformational leadership appear to have a positive impact on identification, moderated by positive and negative affectivity (Epitropaki and Martin, 2005). Based on the foregoing discussion, we expect a positive, direct relationship between Augustinian leadership and sense of belonging. Following this, our third proposition, part a, is:


Augustinian leadership is expected to have a positive effect on sense of belonging.
 

Meyer and Herscovitch (2001) proposed a general model of workplace commitment with the bases of the different kinds of commitment and the connection with behavior. For this, they adopt the three-component model of organizational commitment of Meyer and Allen (1991). They identify identity and personal involvement as bases for affective commitment (Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001, p. 317). Based on this model, we expect a positive effect of sense of belonging, as a dimension of organizational identification, on affective commitment. Though these concepts have been used as synonyms, currently the consensus is that they are indeed two separate constructs (Mael and Tetrick, 1992; Riketta, 2005). The difference has been captured by stating that organizational identification is the process and commitment is the output (Meyer et al., 2004; Dávila and García, 2012). Ashforth and Mael (1989), influential scholars on this topic, state in their paper that identification is organization-specific: that is, an individual identifies with a particular organization. Commitment to organizational values can be transferred to another organization without personal, psychological costs. However, organizational identification leads to an individual feeling psychologically connected to the organization, that is, feeling as one, thus raising psychological costs if the member were to leave the organization (Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006). The reason for this has to do with identification being self-referential while commitment is exchange-based (Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006, p. 579). Because of this difference, Van Knippenberg and Sleebos conclude that social exchange analyses should incorporate not only the exchange component, commitment, but also concepts of self-definition, such as organizational identification.

Several studies have found a positive effect of organizational identification on affective commitment. For example, Bergami and Bagozzi (2000) have shown that cognitive organizational identification leads to affective commitment, with the latter defined specifically as emotional attachment. In their analysis, they tested a reciprocal relationship between identification and commitment but did not find an effect of commitment on identification (p. 570). Others find the constructs to be distinctive, although they show some overlap (e.g., Edwards, 2005; Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006). Organizational identification is shown to correlate more strongly with extra-role behavior and job involvement, while (affective) organizational commitment is stronger correlated to job satisfaction and intent to stay (Riketta, 2005). Concluding, we expect sense of belonging, as a dimension of organizational identification, to positively affect affective commitment. Following this, our third proposition, part b, is:


Sense of belonging is expected to have a positive effect on affective commitment.
 



Conclusion and suggestions for future research

Leaving the focus on power and on the individual displayed by other leadership theories, we propose Augustinian leadership as a leadership style that answers the call for more communally focused and morally laden leadership constructs. This style of leadership is theoretically distinct from neighboring leadership constructs such as servant leadership and transformational leadership. Moreover, we provided a testable framework with propositions, thus providing clarity about the potential practical relevance of Augustinian leadership. The next step would be to test this framework and statistically assess the distinctiveness of Augustinian leadership compared to closely related theories of leadership.

The first edition of the Augustinian leadership scale has been developed and a face validity check with experts has been performed (Boateng et al., 2018). This scale was tested in a pre-study with 399 respondents recruited via Prolific, a platform recommended by Eyal et al. (2021). We are currently in the phase of evaluating the survey items. Through this process we will identify the items needed in the following phase of scale development and items that should be added or dropped. When this has been done, we will administer the scale on a similarly sized sample (Churchill, 1979). On this data we will perform an exploratory factor analysis to determine whether the proposed model of Augustinian leadership, with four dimensions, is present in the data (Boateng et al., 2018).

For this first conceptualization of Augustinian leadership, we identified four subconstructs. Future research into this leadership construct could dive deeper into humilitas and auctoritas as concepts influencing Augustine’s view on leadership and leader behaviors.In addition to the proposed conceptual framework, future work on Augustinian leadership could look into other positive organizational outcomes—for example, extra-role behavior or turnover intention. Besides affective commitment, other positive outcomes correlated with Augustinian leadership could be employee well-being, with affective commitment as mediating variable (Meyer et al., 2002), and flourishing in the midst of turbulence (Urick et al., 2021). This leadership style could also benefit from studies looking into its contingencies. For example, individuals’ personalities or the industry context might affect the interaction between Augustinian leadership and expected positive outcomes (cf. Epitropaki and Martin, 2005).



Practical implications

As a form of positive leadership, Augustinian leadership could help us better understand which personal strengths and characteristics would be favorable when selecting leaders within organizations. With its emphasis on creating a community with clear moral boundaries (that is, in turn, fertile ground for positive work outcomes), Augustinian leadership would be advantageous for organizations as well as individuals to tap into Augustine’s thinking and the lessons we can learn from him today.

Given the meritorious nature of this leadership style inside the organization, it could also serve as a construct to be taught in business administration and executive education. This would offer students a more diverse view on leadership, adding the communal and morally laden approach to the transactional and power-focused styles of leadership. With its explicit moral component and an ethical framework characterized by veracity, Augustinian leadership could also prove useful as a complement to transformational leadership, which is a style already well received in consultancy and executive education.

Finally, because the Augustinian leader combines an empathic approach with guidance for the community via a clear ethical framework, this leadership construct is likely to be useful in the modern world, which is facing a great deal of turbulence. Understanding and attending to the individual needs of members of the community while also providing clarity on what is “right” are expectedly ingredients in maintaining hope for a better, more stable future.
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Introduction: Both the Dutch and Chinese labor markets experience severe shortages of skilled personnel and high turnover rates, being distressing socio-economic factors. At the same time, large cross-cultural studies indicate that these national contexts are highly different from a socio-cultural perspective. When considering issues on employee development and retainment, the public debate opens for negative attributes as dark leadership, wondering if employees accept to be hurt. This study contributes to the employability research and, moreover, it contributes to the call for the ability to contextualize theories and to the convergence/divergence debate. We applied Western theories to investigate possible contextual differences in the relationships between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention, and to investigate whether this relationship is mediated by employability, and whether dark leadership is a possible moderator.

Methods: To test our hypotheses, we collected data from 368 Dutch and 319 Chinese respondents who participate in an executive master’s program, which was analyzed using PLS-Structural Equation Modeling.

Results: Employees in the Netherlands and China were found to interpret our study variables differently. Separate analyses revealed that, in both contexts, learning climate facilitation was both directly and indirectly, via the balance dimension of employability, negatively related to turnover intention. In addition, in the Dutch sample, dark leadership appeared to weaken the relationship between learning climate facilitation and the corporate sense dimension of employability, but the latter did not seem to be a mediator in the relationship with turnover intention. In the Chinese sample, no moderation effects were found.

Discussion: Our results show that both learning climate facilitation and dark leadership are important factors in the development and retainment of personnel and that particularly focusing on ‘balancing group and individual goals’ is important to retain personnel, regardless of national context. The latter may indicate the need for convergence of HR practices. At the same time, however, the different interpretations of the study’s variables may indicate divergence in the meaning of HR concepts. In the discussion section, we elaborate on the study’s implications for HR-researchers and -practitioners in national and global business contexts.

KEYWORDS
 learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, turnover intention, cross-national


1. Introduction

Across the globe, the COVID-19 pandemic has had implications for both people’s daily (e.g., health conditions, distress, and life satisfaction) and working (e.g., working from home) lives (Zhang et al., 2020). In its aftermath, in both Western and Eastern contexts, people are facing socio-economic challenges, such as dealing with substantial labor-market shortages (Cui et al., 2018; CBS, 2019) that cause difficulties for organizations to attract and retain personnel (De Winne et al., 2019). More specifically, organizations experience challenges and instability, which calls for higher levels of employee agility, curiosity, risk mitigation, learning by exploring, and learning by doing, as these characteristics can enhance organizations’ survival chances and competitiveness (Levenson, 2020). In view of this, the importance of a focus on maintaining and enhancing individuals’ employability and facilitating learning opportunities (Buheji and Buheji, 2020) is evident. Employability can be defined as “the continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating of work through the optimal use of competences” (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006, p. 453). Enhancing individuals’ employability implies that organizations need to develop a learning climate that enables and motivates employees to make use of the learning opportunities offered, such that they can indeed increase their individual capabilities and performance (Van der Heijden and Bakker, 2011). Learning climate can be defined as “employees’ perceptions of organizational policies and practices aimed at facilitating, rewarding and supporting employee learning behavior” (Nikolova et al., 2014b, p. 259). This three-dimensional construct refers to facilitation, appreciation, and error avoidance. This study focuses on learning climate facilitation, i.e., organizational efforts to guide, shape and accelerate the learning processes within the organization, since this dimension may help organizations to optimize employees’ process of learning at work (Nikolova et al., 2014b). Particularly, it is found that facilitating employees’ learning opportunities is essential for employee learning and professional development (Marsick and Watkins, 2003; Nikolova et al., 2014a).

Generally, with employability-enhancing activities, organizations may be able to reduce employees’ voluntary turnover intentions (Hom et al., 2012). However, we posit that the relationship between employees’ learning opportunities, employability, and turnover intention may be contingent on how employees perceive and interpret their leaders’ behaviors. Recently, more attention has been paid to dark leadership, in this study operationalized by abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000), as this can affect employees’ motivation to make use of the learning opportunities offered by the organization and, hence, their employability. Dark leadership is defined as “subordinates’ perceptions of the extent to which supervisors engage in the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical contact” (Tepper, 2000, p. 178). Moreover, research shows that employees who experience dark leadership are more likely to quit their jobs (Tepper et al., 2009). Perhaps, employees who perceive having options to learn and develop themselves, but perceive dark leadership at the same time, may feel they have less opportunities to make use of, or to benefit from their learning options, which may affect their employability and, in turn, may enhance their turnover intention (Acikgoz et al., 2016; Akkermans et al., 2019; Rodrigues et al., 2020).

How employees perceive and respond to Human Resource (HR) practices and leadership style, however, may be contingent on the national context in which they operate of which culture is an important factor. Context refers to the “set of factors surrounding a phenomenon that exert some direct or indirect influence on it” (Whetten, 2009, p. 31). In this vein, Western and Eastern contexts can be characterized by different socio-cultural characteristics; the Netherlands, for example, can be characterized as individualistic, whereas China can be characterized as collectivistic (House et al., 2004; Hofstede Insights, 2022). In view of the call for more context-sensitive organizational research to be able to contextualize theories (Whetten, 2009; Zhu and Warner, 2019; Xiao and Cooke, 2022), this study taps into the convergence-divergence debate as discussed by Cooke et al. (2021). Essentially, this debate started with scholars arguing for the convergence thesis, based on similarities across nations and cultures (cf. Harbison and Meyers, 1959), being countered by cross-cultural scholars arguing for the divergence thesis, based on differences in (cultural) norms and values (cf. Hofstede, 1991). Addressing the convergence-divergence debate in the Dutch and Chinese contexts gives us reason to question whether employees respond to dark leadership when it comes to the opportunities they take for learning as signaled by their organization’s learning climate and its consequences for employability enhancement and, subsequently, turnover intention. Possibly, in view of the more individualistic context, Dutch employees may notice and respond to dark leadership by altering their investments in their employability and, in turn, their turnover intention. On the contrary, for China, being a country with a more collectivistic character, this reaction of employees may differ due its different contextual characteristics. When considering issues on employee development and retainment, however, such presumed cross-cultural differences are hardly accounted for, neither in HR theory nor in practice, and it can be questioned whether that is an omission in globalizing (labor) markets, as has been discussed in the convergence/divergence debate (cf. Cooke et al., 2021).

This study contributes to the employability research. To the best of our knowledge, no previous research has investigated the relationships between employability and turnover intention, using a competence-based operationalization of employability. In particular, earlier work in the field of turnover intentions and behaviors has conceptualized employability as perceived job chances, both inside and outside one’s current organization (i.e., perceived internal and external employability; De Cuyper et al., 2011a; Nelissen et al., 2017; Baranchenko et al., 2020). Besides, we add to what is already known in the employability literature by investigating the possible moderation effect of dark leadership in the relationship between learning value of the job and employability. Moreover, this study contributes to the call for the ability to contextualize theories and to the convergence/divergence debate. More specifically, this empirical study builds on Western theories and mechanisms to investigate possible contextual differences in the relationships between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention, and whether this relationship is mediated by employability, and whether dark leadership is a possible moderator in this regard. Figure 1 shows the conceptual model that will be tested to address our research question.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.




2. Conceptual framework


2.1. Perspectives from the Netherlands and China

Marked by globalization, technological developments, and broader socio-economic, geopolitical, and demographic changes, contemporary complex business contexts require organizations to focus on identifying, attracting, recruiting, developing, and retaining talent (Claus, 2019; Reiche et al., 2019). It has been acknowledged, however, that national context, with their own socio-cultural characteristics, may be an influential factor regarding these focus points. According to Hofstede Insights (2022) and the GLOBE project (House et al., 2004), the Netherlands and China differ dramatically in terms of socio-cultural contextual characteristics. According to Hofstede Insights (2022), the Netherlands is characterized as individualistic with low power distance, high uncertainty avoidance, and high indulgence, whereas China is characterized as collectivistic and as having high power distance, low uncertainty avoidance, and low indulgence. Furthermore, the particular focus on leadership in the GLOBE project shows that leaders in the Netherlands are less autonomous (i.e., the degree to which leaders are independent and individualistic) and less self-protective (i.e., the degree to which leaders focus on ensuring the safety and security of the individual and group through status enhancement and face saving) than leaders in China (House et al., 2004). In empirical research in different national contexts, it is important to note that for meaningfully comparing the mean scores of latent factors, the measurement structures underlying the latent factors used in the research (displayed through a specific set of scale items) should be stable, that is ‘invariant’ (Van de Schoot et al., 2015). Obviously, this is not automatically the case, especially since differences may exist in the prevalence of HR practices (e.g., career development-related ones) in the Netherlands and China (cf. Verburg et al., 1999; Van Dierendonck et al., 2016). Also leadership (style) is shown to be deeply rooted in the national contexts’ historical developments (Lin et al., 2018), which makes us believe that leadership behaviors are portrayed differently in the Netherlands and China.

Since socio-cultural characteristics may influence the design and implementation of HR and leadership practices, and their conceptual interpretations (Kim and Wright, 2011), it is crucial to explore the role of socio-cultural characteristics when investigating constructs in different national contexts. Based on the outline given above, we have formulated the following hypothesis:


H1: Employees in the Netherlands and China differ regarding their conceptual interpretation of the variables in this study (i.e., learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, and turnover intention).
 



2.2. Learning climate facilitation and turnover intention

Employees’ turnover intentions and their actual quitting behaviors prompt negative organizational outcomes, including financial costs (e.g., recruitment and selection) and loss of highly skilled, talented, and perhaps difficult-to-replace human resources (Lee and Liu, 2007; Hom et al., 2012). High turnover is particularly troublesome for organizations in tight labor markets, given the loss of (firm-specific and general) knowledge and skills, the transfer of that knowledge and skills to a rival organization, and potential deterrence of other employees in the future (Kraimer et al., 2009; Knocke and Schuster, 2017). At the same time, present-day work is changing at an ever-increasing rate and can be constantly restructured in nature (Fugate et al., 2021). This demands of organizations that they have a strong learning climate for their employees that enables them to cope with changing internal and external environments. Even though the construct learning climate by Nikolova et al. (2014b) is three-dimensional (i.e., facilitation, appreciation, and error avoidance), this study focusses on learning climate facilitation only. More specifically, to remain competitive in a fast-changing global economy, an organizational climate that facilitates employees’ workplace learning is essential for an organization to survive (Kyndt et al., 2009; Nikolova et al., 2014b). Allen et al. (2003) already found that perceived organizational support, e.g., the facilitation of a learning climate, can reduce employee turnover. Other research also found that a learning climate reduces negative employee outcomes, such as turnover intention (Egan et al., 2004; Govaerts et al., 2011; Lin and Huang, 2021). This is particularly so since providing a high-quality learning environment signals that organizations value their employees (Egan et al., 2004; Joo, 2010). Hence, we have formulated the following hypothesis:


H2: Learning climate facilitation is negatively related with turnover intentions.
 



2.3. The mediating role of employability in the relationship between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention

To survive in contemporary labor markets, protecting and enhancing individuals’ employability is essential (De Vos and Van der Heijden, 2017; Van der Heijden and Spurk, 2019; Stoffers et al., 2020). This, however, is not the responsibility of individual employees alone. Rather, it has been widely acknowledged that organizations should support or facilitate their employees to sustain and enhance their employability (Van Harten et al., 2016; Van der Heijden et al., 2018). Research shows that a learning climate is a precursor to valuable outcomes, such as employees’ learning intentions, positive attitudes toward learning, and participation in learning (Govaerts et al., 2011; Hauer et al., 2012). Indeed, employability can be stimulated by developing an organizational learning climate that promotes employee learning, resulting in the acquisition of new knowledge, skills, and abilities (Nikolova et al., 2016), which provide employees with sufficient opportunities to improve their competencies (Osagie et al., 2018), and hence, their employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006; Van der Heijden et al., 2018; Crans et al., 2021). This is especially important in an environment characterized by organizational change (Nikolova et al., 2016).

However, there is no consensus on the relationship between employability and turnover intention. This knowledge gap is described in the ‘traditional’ flexibility/commitment paradox (management paradox) (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006; De Cuyper and De Witte, 2011). This paradox is defined as “a tension between the contribution of employability to employee well-being and performance, on the one hand, versus its contribution to undesired turnover, on the other hand” (De Cuyper et al., 2011b, p. 1486–1487). In other words, it stresses organizations’ fear of a loss of commitment and external mobility among employees with a high career potential (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006) resulting from employability investments. Next to the ‘traditional’ flexibility/commitment paradox, scholars also proposed the notion of the ‘inverted’ flexibility/commitment paradox (Peters and Lam, 2015), which refers to employability aimed at enhancing the organizations’ adaptability, flexibility, effectiveness, and efficiency. In view of this, Human Resource Management (HRM) is aimed at attracting and developing skilled and committed workers who can both easily rotate in their work (i.e., functional flexibility), and who are also focused on external mobility (Peters and Lam, 2015). In this case, the focus is on the idea that HRM’s main goal of their employability policy is not to foster employees’ internal labor market orientation and long-term commitment but rather to enhance both their (short-term) commitment and their flexibility and labor market mobility.

Indeed, empirical research found mixed results in the (indirect) relationship between employability and turnover intention. So far, to the best of our knowledge, all research dealing with the relationship between employability and turnover intention incorporated measures of employability conceptualizing perceived job chances at the internal and/or external labor markets. For example, Hom et al. (1992) found a positive association between employability and turnover intention and while testing the employability paradox, Nelissen et al. (2017) also found that employability relates positively to turnover intention, however, only in terms of upward career development.

On the other hand, De Cuyper et al. (2011a) found no direct relationship between employability and turnover intention, and Akkermans et al. (2019) reported that perceived investments in HR practices relate positively with organizational commitment. Recently, Rodrigues et al. (2020) found that when an organization invests in employees’ career development (and in case the employee is receptive), it has a positive impact on their intention to stay with the employer, and, moreover, they found a negative association between employability and turnover intention.

Building on these mixed results, we strive to shed more light on the phenomenon by introducing a competence-based operationalization of employability (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006; Van der Heijden et al., 2018) that mediates the negative relationship between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention. Hence, we have formulated the following hypothesis:


H3: Employability mediates the negative relationship between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention.
 



2.4. The moderating role of dark leadership in the relationship between facilitating learning climate and employability

Scholarly work in the field of leadership focuses mainly on constructive leadership styles since leadership behavior that supports and reinforces learning can enhance employability (Stoffers et al., 2019). However, researchers in other fields have also investigated the phenomenon of dark leadership. This has not been done without reason, since research showed that destructive leadership is an enduring problem for organizations due to its adverse and expensive effects on turnover (Tepper et al., 2006). The recent literature review by Mackey et al. (2021) gave an overview of definitions for various styles of destructive leadership. Abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000) has been especially influential in the literature (Mackey et al., 2021). The recent systematic reviews on abusive supervision by Fischer et al. (2021) and Goute et al. (2021) show that Tepper (2000) definition of abusive supervision is widely used in empirical research. The reviews referred to above presented us with a rather uniform picture: abusive supervision is ‘bad news’ (Fischer et al., 2021). Furthermore, another recent meta-analytic review by Landay et al. (2019) indicated a concern regarding the potential prevalence of individuals with psychopathic tendencies in corporate leadership positions and the negative effects they may have on both individuals and their organizations in practice. They found a negative association for psychopathic tendencies and leadership effectiveness amongst others towards employees. The meta-analysis by Schyns and Schilling (2013) also demonstrated negative correlations between dark leadership, on the one hand, and positive follower outcomes and behaviors (e.g., attitudes toward a leader, wellbeing, and individual performance), on the other hand, and, similarly, positive correlations with negative outcomes (e.g., turnover intentions, resistance toward a leader, and counterproductive work behaviors).

To the best of our knowledge, up until now, the phenomenon of dark leadership has not been investigated in relation to workers’ employability. Incorporating the possible role of dark leadership as a moderator in the relationship between facilitating learning climate and employability is crucial given the dual responsibility for employability enhancement, that is both the employee and the supervisor need to invest in these (Van der Heijden, 2005).

Possibly, employees who perceive having options to learn and to develop themselves but who perceive dark leadership at the same time, may feel less motivated due to reduced self-efficacy, and, as such, they perceive to have fewer opportunities to make use of the learning options offered by the organization. The latter may affect their employability and, ultimately, may have consequences for their turnover intention (Acikgoz et al., 2016; Akkermans et al., 2019; Le Blanc et al., 2019; Rodrigues et al., 2020). In other words, in a context in which employees experience dark leadership, employees may be less motivated and more hindered to take advantage of the learning options offered, which may affect their employability, and, indirectly, their turnover intention. Based on the outline given above, we have formulated the following hypotheses:


H4: Dark leadership moderates the positive relationship between learning climate facilitation and employability, such that this relationship is weaker for employees who experience a higher degree of dark leadership.

H5: The interaction effect between dark leadership and learning climate facilitation has an indirect effect through employability on turnover intention.
 




3. Methods


3.1. Participants and procedures

To test our hypotheses, we used a quantitative approach with a cross-sectional research design. To comply with the need to conduct more research with higher levels of contextual analysis, we gathered data from the Netherlands and China, as they experience similar socio-economic challenges, such as labor shortages and the COVID-19 pandemic but, at the same time, have different national contexts (Cui et al., 2018; CBS, 2019). China is particularly interesting to incorporate in our study as the opening-up policy and its reforms in 1978 have led to remarkable economic performance, primarily because of its abundance of cheap labor (Cui et al., 2018). Correspondingly, the Chinese labor market has experienced high-speed developments over the past decennia. More specifically, over the last three decades, HRM has emerged as a discipline and research field of interest for (Chinese) scholars (Cooke et al., 2021) making human capital a highly interesting topic to be studied empirically.

In both national contexts, respondents were approached through the research team’s personal contacts (i.e., convenience sampling). They were employees at middle and higher management levels, with some years of work experience and were recruited via several part-time master’s programs. In return for participating in the research, all respondents received a personalized employability report of their own employability scores set off against a benchmark. The respondents could use this in their personal development component of their master’s program. The final sample comprised 382 Dutch and 319 Chinese respondents. In the Dutch sample 46% were male and 54% female, and the average age was 47.34 years (SD = 10.13). Furthermore, 79% of the respondents had a fixed contract, 12% a temporary contract, and 9% were self-employed. In the Chinese sample 59% were male and 41% female with an average age of 37.24 (SD = 4.58). In this Chinese sample, 85% had a fixed contract, 9% a temporary contract, and 6% were self-employed.



3.2. Measures

Learning climate facilitation was measured using a validated scale (Nikolova et al., 2014a,b), comprising three items. A sample item was “My organization provides appealing learning opportunities.” Responses were reported using a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (not applicable at all) to 5 (fully applicable).

Dark leadership was measured using the abusive supervision scale (Tepper, 2000). Respondents completed Tepper (2000) 15-item measure of abusive leadership. A sample item was: “My boss tells me my thoughts or feelings are stupid.” The items were scored using a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Employability was measured using the thoroughly validated 22-item short form version (Van der Heijden et al., 2018) of the 47-item employability five-factor instrument (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). Tests of the instrument’s reliability and validity, including assessments of convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity (for career success), have yielded satisfactory psychometric results (Van der Heijden et al., 2018). The instrument comprises the following dimensions: occupational expertise (5 items); anticipation and optimization (4 items); personal flexibility (5 items); corporate sense (4 items); and balance (4 items). Sample items for employability include: “I consider myself competent to provide information on my work in a way that is comprehensible” (occupational expertise); “I consciously devote attention to applying my newly acquired knowledge and skills” (anticipation and optimization); “I adapt to developments within my organization” (personal flexibility); “I share my experience and knowledge with others” (corporate sense); and “I achieve a balance in alternating between reaching my own career goals and supporting my colleagues” (balance). All items were scored using a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (not at all/never) to 6 (considerable degree/very often), depending on an item’s wording.

Turnover intention was measured using a 3-item scale from Camman et al. (1979). A sample item was “I often think of leaving the organization.” Items were scored using a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree).



3.3. Analyses

We conducted PLS-SEM, using the SmartPLS version 4.0.8.5 (Ringle et al., 2022). For the partial least square algorithm, we used the path weighting scheme, and we set the maximum number of iterations at 300. We used 10^-5 as our stop criterion and a uniform value of 1 as the initial value for each of the outer weights (Henseler, 2010). The sample size was acceptable using Barclay et al. (1995) rule of thumb, suggesting the use of ten times the maximum number of paths aiming at any construct in the outer and inner models. Items were based on 5-point, 6-point and 7-point Likert-scales and could be interpreted as continuous variables, thus following the fundamental OLS principles.




4. Results


4.1. Model characteristics

For the outer model evaluation, we first examined reliability. All the scales appeared to be reliable (Nunnally, 1978) and no item had to be removed (see Table 1 for all details). Second, we checked for convergent validity using Fornell and Larcker’s criterion of an Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for each construct above the 0.5 benchmark (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). In this respect, we also did not have to remove any items to have sufficient convergent validity (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 Overview reliability and construct validity scores of the constructs.
[image: Table1]

Finally, we checked for discriminant validity, comparing the AVEs of the constructs with the inter-construct correlations determining whether each latent variable shared greater variance with its own measurement variables or with other constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Chin, 1998). We compared the square root of the AVE for each construct with the correlations with all other constructs in the model (see Table 2). A correlation between constructs exceeding the square roots of their AVEs indicates that they may not be sufficiently discriminable (see Table 2 for all details). For each construct, we found that the absolute correlations did not exceed the square roots of the AVEs. As such, there was support for sufficient reliability and validity of all measurements in our research model.



TABLE 2 Correlation table, numbers shown in boldface denote the square root of the average variance extracted.
[image: Table2]



4.2. Common-method variance

As this research was conducted using a self-administered survey method, we tested for Common-Method Variance (CMV) to have evidence that there is no systematic bias which might have influenced the collected data (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We used a two-step approach. First, following Podsakoff and Organ (1986), we used Harman (1976) one-factor test. Following this approach, all principal constructs were entered into one principal component factor analysis. Using SPSS Software (SPSS version 27 for MAC OS), the one-factor extraction and non-rotation method was applied. Results showed that only one factor emerged, explaining less than 50 percent of the variance (25.20%), which gives a first indication of no common-method variance. Second, we used Bagozzi’s method (Bagozzi et al., 1991) which stresses that CMV occurs when the highest correlation between constructs is more than 0.9. As shown in Table 2, the highest correlation between constructs is 0.60 (correlation between Anticipation and Corporate Sense). Therefore, it appears that there is no CMV in the collected data.



4.3. Differences between the Dutch and Chinese sample

To find out whether the group of Dutch and Chinese respondents interpreted the study’s core variables in a similar manner, we used the Measurement Invariance of Composite Models (MICOM) procedure (cf. Hair et al., 2017), which is considered a proper avenue to a group’s uniqueness when exploring significant differences between two groups (Sarstedt et al., 2011; Henseler et al., 2016). The first step of the MICOM procedure is to test for configural invariance to examine whether each common factor was associated with identical item sets across the two distinguished groups. Configural invariance means that a latent variable, which has been specified equally, emerges as a unidimensional entity across the two groups (Henseler et al., 2016). As shown in Table 1, and as discussed in the previous section, all constructs showed sufficient reliability and validity for both groups and were used as an input for the next step.

As a second step, the compositional invariance was tested. The results indicate whether the latent variables are formed differently in the two groups (Henseler et al., 2016). In this analysis, the correlation (r) between, on the one hand, the composite scores using the weights obtained from the first group and, on the other hand, the composite scores using the weights obtained from the second group, were compared using a permutation test (Henseler et al., 2016). Henseler et al. (2016) proposed that the correlation r should be equal to one. If the correlation c diverges significantly from 1, no support is found for compositional invariance. To statistically test for compositional invariance, we proposed a two-step procedure. The second step comprises q permutation test over the correlation c (Chin and Dibbern, 2010). The outcomes of the second step in the permutation test yielded insufficient support for compositional invariance (Henseler et al., 2016), given that for multiple variables (i.e., corporate sense and dark leadership) the correlations c between the two distinguished groups were significantly different. As such, no support was found for compositional invariance (see Table 3). Furthermore, in step 3 (cf. Hair et al., 2017), in which the differences between the equal means (see Table 4) and equal variances (see Table 5) are calculated, also significant differences for most of the constructs were found.



TABLE 3 Step 2 in the MICOM procedure.
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4 Step 3a in the MICOM procedure (mean).
[image: Table4]



TABLE 5 Step3b MICOM procedure (variances).
[image: Table5]

The MICOM analysis demonstrated insufficient measurement invariance for both groups, which indicates that the group of Dutch respondents interpreted the measures in a conceptually different way compared to their Chinese counterparts. This outcome provides support for Hypothesis 1 [Employees in the Netherlands and China differ regarding their conceptual interpretation of the variables in this study (i.e., learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, and turnover intention)], as the constructs of learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, and turnover intention demonstrated significantly different interpretations across the two national contexts.



4.4. Model estimations

Regarding the inner model evaluation and estimates, we analyzed the path coefficients by using bootstrap t-statistics, using 5,000 subsamples, with a bias-corrected bootstrap, testing for a two-tailed significance of 95% (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). The model showed a good fit to our data: the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) was 0.06, which is in line with Hu and Bentler (1998) criterion of a lower value than 0.08. As the MICOM procedure demonstrated that the groups were different, we tested Hypotheses 2, 3, 4 and 5 for the Dutch and Chinese groups of respondents separately.

To test the hypotheses, we used a two-step approach. First, we calculated the direct effects for the paths in the model (see Tables 6a, 7a). Second, we calculated the indirect effects for the paths in the model (see Tables 6b, 7b). Last, we tested the predicting power using f2 effect size of Cohen (1988) in the direct effects to indicate whether each construct had a weak, average, or strong effect on each of the related constructs (see Tables 6a, 7a).



TABLE 6A Direct effects Dutch respondents.
[image: Table6]



TABLE 6B Indirect effects Dutch sample.
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TABLE 7A Direct effects Chinese respondents.
[image: Table8]



TABLE 7B Indirect effects Chinese respondents.
[image: Table9]

Hypothesis 2 (Learning climate facilitation is negatively related with turnover intentions) was supported for both groups with our data. For the Dutch respondents, learning climate facilitation had a significant negative relationship with turnover intention (γ = −0.43, p < 0.00, R2 = 0.37) with a strong predictive power (f2 = 0.25). For the Chinese respondents, learning climate also facilitation had a significant negative relationship with turnover intention (γ = −0.36, p < 0.00, R2 = 0.33) with an average predictive power (f2 = 0.15).

Hypothesis 3 (Employability mediates the negative relationship between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention) was partly supported for both groups. For the Dutch respondents, learning climate facilitation had a significant negative relationship with turnover intention via balance (γ = −0.07, p < 0.000, R2 = 0.37). For the Chinese respondents, learning climate facilitation also had a significant negative relationship with turnover intention via balance (γ = −0.08, p < 0.00, R2 = 0.33). Indirect paths with the other components of employability as mediator demonstrated to be non-significant.

Hypothesis 4 (Dark leadership moderates the positive relationship between learning climate facilitation and employability, such that this relationship is weaker for employees who experience a higher degree of dark leadership) was partially supported for the Dutch respondents; a significant moderation effect between dark leadership and learning climate facilitation was found on corporate sense (γ = −0.14, p < 0.01, R2 = 0.37). However, for the Chinese respondents, no significant relationship was found for the moderation between dark leadership and learning climate facilitation on each of the components of employability.

Hypothesis 5 (The interaction effect between dark leadership and learning climate facilitation has an indirect effect through employability on turnover intention) was neither supported for the Dutch nor for the Chinese group of respondents, as no significant indirect relationship was found of the moderation between dark leadership and learning climate facilitation and turnover intention via each of the components of employability.




5. Discussion and conclusion

In view of the call for the ability to contextualize theories (Whetten, 2009) and to contribute to the convergence/divergence debate, this empirical study applied Western theories to investigate possible contextual differences in the relationships between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention, and to examine whether this relationship is mediated by employability, and the possible role of dark leadership as a moderator in our research model. To test our hypotheses, we collected data from 319 Chinese and 368 Dutch respondents, which were analyzed using PLS-Structural Equation Modeling. Below, we summarize our results and reflect on them in the light of our theoretical lens. We conclude by discussing the study’s implications for HR researchers and - practitioners in national and global business contexts.

In line with our expectations, employees in the Netherlands and China were shown to interpret our study variables differently. More specifically, our results indicated that learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, and turnover intention are significantly differently interpreted across the two national contexts studied. More generally, this would argue for the divergence thesis as brought forward by cross-cultural scholars when it comes down to the interpretation of our Western concepts related to HRM and leadership in China.

Our separate analyses revealed a significant negative relationship between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention in both the Netherlands and China. Although not directly comparable with each other (see Hypothesis 1), we found a negative relationship between the two constructs in both contexts. Since employees in both contexts can be expected to have lower turnover intentions when they perceive a learning climate facilitation within their organization, this supports the convergence thesis. This finding is also in line with recent research by Lin and Huang (2021) that a learning climate reduces turnover intention. Although this was not hypothesized, in both samples, we found that learning climate facilitation also had a positive direct relationship with employability (anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corporate sense, and balance) (see Tables 6a, 7a). This means that in both the Netherlands and China, efforts of an organization to facilitate a learning climate are beneficial to the employability development of their employees.

Another notable result is that, in both contexts, learning climate facilitation had a significant negative relationship with turnover intention via the competence based employability dimension of balance. In this empirical work, balance refers to the capability to align one’s current job versus career goals, employers’ versus employees’ interests, and employees’ opposing work, career, and private interests (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006). Considering the lack of consensus on the relationship between employability and turnover intention in empirical research, this study shows, in line with the ‘inverted’ flexibility/commitment paradox (Peters and Lam, 2015), that employees would have lower intentions to leave the organization when they experience the balance between organizational goals and individual goals to be right. A possible explanation for this outcome may be that employees (in our sample those who participate in an executive master’s program) who believe to have more learning opportunities, experience a higher form of balance (in this case by experiencing that their employer’s and their own interests are taken care of), resulting into lower turnover intentions. We find a similar relationship between both contexts, which also supports the convergence thesis. Interestingly, this is in line with recent research (Burmeister et al., 2018) that also found that the effects of HR practices do not significantly differ when comparing collectivist and individualist countries.

Furthermore, in this empirical study it was found that in the Dutch context, dark leadership moderates the relationship between learning climate facilitation and the employability dimension of corporate sense, meaning that the positive relationship between learning climate facilitation and corporate sense [e.g., networking skills, actual participation in different types of working groups, and sharing responsibilities, expertise, successes et cetera (Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006)] is weakened by the experience of dark leadership. In other words, the positive contribution of learning climate facilitation to corporate sense is hindered by dark leadership.

In contrast to the Dutch respondents, there is no significant result in the Chinese context for a moderation of dark leadership in our model. This supports the divergence thesis, stressing contextual differences in HR practices and leadership style. It may well be that the historical developments of leadership (Lin et al., 2018) and employees in the Netherlands and China make for actual differences in current times. Where Chinese leaders are more autonomous and more self-protective compared to leaders in the Netherlands and Chinese employees are more collectivistic (House et al., 2004), it may well be that Chinese employees are not affected by dark leadership and do not experience it as a hinderance in the relationship between learning climate facilitation and employability.

Finally, no significant relationship was found for the moderation of dark leadership in the relationship between learning climate facilitation and turnover intention running via the employability dimensions. In contrast to our expectations, experienced dark leadership does not indirectly affect employees’ turnover intention via employability in either the Dutch or the Chinese context. Yet, we did find a direct negative relationship of dark leadership with employability in the Netherlands (personal flexibility and balance) and China (personal flexibility, corporate sense, and balance), implying that employees who experience dark leadership perceive lower levels on selected dimensions of employability. Overall, our finding is in line with the rather uniform picture presented by Fischer et al. (2021) indicating that abusive supervision is ‘bad news’.

Based on our study, on the one hand, it can be concluded that both learning climate facilitation and dark leadership are important factors in the development and retainment of personnel and that particularly focusing on ‘balancing employer and individual goals’ can be considered as particularly important to retain personnel, regardless of the national context being the Netherlands or China. To some extent, this may indicate the need for convergence of HR practices regarding learning climate facilitation.

On the other hand, however, the different interpretations of our study’s variables may indicate divergence in the meaning of HR concepts in the two national contexts studied. In line with the call for more context-sensitive organizational research to be able to contextualize theories (Whetten, 2009; Zhu and Warner, 2019; Xiao and Cooke, 2022), our study contributes to the understanding of contextual differences, while using Western theories. More specifically, our study contributes to the extant literature on learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, and turnover intention, by providing insights on contextual similarities and differences.


5.1. Limitations and future research

Like other studies, this study also has some limitations. First, data was collected using surveys, and thus response set consistencies and common-method biases may be a potential concern (Doty and Glick, 1998). However, in the study’s design, we reduced common-method variance by using brief questionnaires and a combination of response formats and labeling (Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Second, this study exclusively used self-ratings, and thus more research is needed to assess how this might have affected results. Future research can also use a qualitative interpretation to increase the understanding of the results.

Third, concerning measures of our mediation variable, extant studies suggested that other-ratings of employability are less differentiated and result in less variance between the employability sub-dimensions distinguished (Van der Heijden et al., 2016). Self-ratings of employability were thus justified to obtain nuanced findings. However, future research could use multi-source data to further enhance our understanding of the influence of learning climate facilitation on employees’ turnover intentions.

Fourth, related to the previous limitation, a multi-wave approach would have provided more data on the stability and change of variables in the model, and longitudinal, cross-lagged relationships compared with the current cross-sectional design (Boker and Nesselroade, 2002). Future studies could assess reciprocal relationships, such as cross-lagged effects between antecedents and outcomes (Kwok and Fang, 2021). For example, employees with higher turnover intention who focus on external collaboration and networks might become more employable over time as well, thereby suggesting positive reciprocal relationships between the study’s variables.

Finally, our sample was limited to employees who were allowed by their employer to participate in an executive master’s program limited to two countries, i.e., the Netherlands and China. This may have diminished the generalizability of our study, as it is likely that employees who at the same time are participating in such an educational program, may have a more positive impression of their learning opportunities in comparison with those who do not. The latter possibly implies that they have a rosier image of their leader, which may have led to an underrepresentation of employees who have given higher ratings for dark leadership. Future research may focus on other employees not being in educational programs yet to be better able to address generalizability of our outcomes.



5.2. Practical implications

Based on the results of this study, it is recommended that HR-practices are aligned with the particular context they operate in. It is important to address socio-economic and socio-cultural aspects of the context which may alter relationships that have been found, for example, in previous empirical research in other contexts. Specifically, this study shows that employees in the Netherlands and China interpret learning climate facilitation, dark leadership, employability, and turnover intention differently.

However, in both the socio-cultural national contexts studied (the Netherlands and China), our study showed that learning climate facilitation has a significant negative relationship with turnover intention. This suggests that HRM practices promoting learning climate facilitation can lower managers’ anxiety to lose employees. Especially in times of labor market shortages, the investment in learning climate facilitation may help to keep employees within the organization. This can provide organizations with a competitive advantages as they will not lose out on (firm-specific and general) knowledge and skills, or risk transferring knowledge and skills to a rival organization or potentially deterring other employees in the future.

In combination with globalization and its associated increased demands on productivity, creativity, flexibility, and accelerated developments (e.g., new production concepts and technologies), employees are required to renew their competencies across their working lives (Messmann et al., 2017; Stoffers et al., 2019, 2020). This study shows that employability and consequently dark leadership are highly relevant constructs, with highly qualified, flexible, committed employees who are focused on personal development becoming increasingly important to a firm (Atatsi et al., 2019, 2022). This new employee has lower turnover intentions through increased balance where he or she, e.g., can balance their own career goals whilst supporting their colleagues. Finally, in the Netherlands, HRM practitioners should identify dark leadership within the organization since dark leadership lowers an employee’s corporate sense even though the organization facilitates a learning climate, diminishing the positive effect of the organizational efforts.

Overall, this study showed contextual differences from the Netherlands and China, which indicates that it is important for HR-practitioners to be aware of the influence context has on the interpretation and results of HR policies and practices.
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Introduction: The present study contributes to the conversations on the role of ‘autonomy supportive’ factors in employee wellbeing in remote work contexts by examining the relationships between servant leadership, communication frequency – overall and via synchronous (i.e., individual video-calls, individual telephone calls) and asynchronous communication channels (i.e., e-mail messages, and WhatsApp) – on the one hand, and job satisfaction, on the other, and the moderating role of generation (Baby Boomers and Gen X versus Gen Y) in these relationships.

Method: Building on self-determination theory, incorporating insights from servant leadership, telework, and media richness and synchronicity literatures, we developed hypotheses that were tested via multilevel analysis (273 employees nested in 89 managers).

Results: In line with expectations, servant leadership had a positive relationship with job satisfaction. Total communication frequency, however, was not related to job satisfaction. Further analyses per communication channel showed that only level 2 e-mail communication frequency was positively related to job satisfaction. In contrast to expectations, the relationships studied were not moderated by generation.

Discussion: We concluded that, for all generations, both servant leadership and frequent (e-mail) communication can be regarded as ‘autonomy supportive’ factors in employee wellbeing. Paradoxically, whereas servant leadership, considered as a human-centric leadership style, suggests close trust-based employment relationships, employees valued frequent asynchronous communication (via e-mail). Having access to information and knowledge when needed may satisfy employees’ need for autonomy (and perhaps for flexibility to engage in work and non-work activities). The insights gained in our study can inform organizations, managers, and employees, particularly in future remote work contexts.
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 job satisfaction, servant leadership, communication frequency and channels, selfdetermination theory, media richness, synchronicity, remote working, generations


Introduction

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, many employees have started looking for new job opportunities as they are no longer satisfied with their current job (PwC’s Global Workforce Hopes and Fears Survey, 2022). Related to this, Gratton (2023) posits that the shared experience of the COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdowns in which people had to work from home more intensively than ever before has made them question what they find important in work and the rest of life. In view of this, Gratton (2023) advocated organizations to offer employees more say about how, when, and where to work, as this allows them to craft their working lives and make new connections, both within and outside work, which she links to job satisfaction.

Job satisfaction - as the extent to which people like (satisfaction) or dislike (dissatisfaction) their job (Spector, 1997) - is an indicator of employee well-being. According to Locke (1976), job satisfaction reflects “a positive emotional or pleasurable state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job or job experience” (p. 1304) and has been related to work contexts that are ‘autonomy supportive’ (Gagne, 2003; Zhang et al., 2023). This implies that people are given choice, encouraged to take initiative, experience relatedness, and feel supported to develop and use their competences (Deci et al., 2001).

Traditionally, the concept of job satisfaction has been discussed in light of social interaction and meaningful connections at work, which reflect contextual supportiveness by offering opportunities for autonomous working, information sharing, feedback, dealing with others, and friendship which, according to the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan, 2000), can enhance the satisfaction of employees’ basic psychological needs (i.e., the need for autonomy, relatedness, and competence), autonomous motivation, performance satisfaction, and employee well-being (Gagne, 2003; Fonner and Roloff, 2010).

More specifically, job satisfaction has been related to the attention that people receive from others, such as their managers (Belias and Koustelios, 2014). Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of human-centric leadership may even have increased, as employees who were forced to work from home during the pandemic needed guidance and coaching in disrupted work-family contexts (Contreras et al., 2020), which stresses the importance of establishing mutual trust in work relationships (Ahern and Loh, 2020) that is needed to enhance and sustain employees’ self-efficacy (Sweet et al., 2012).

Servant leadership, as an ‘autonomy supportive’ contextual factor that can enhance need satisfaction (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Gagne, 2003), is an important human-centric leadership approach (Van Dierendonck, 2011; Bardy, 2018; Fernandez and Shaw, 2020) that emphasizes the attentiveness of leaders to employees’ basic psychological needs and how they empathize with them (Greenleaf, 1977). Moreover, servant leaders are considered community builders who provide opportunities for employees to interact with each other. Their emotional intelligence and stability can provide the trust needed in employment relationships (Eva et al., 2019). Because of this, servant leadership may lead to positive emotional responses that affect employees’ evaluations of the (financial and non-financial) rewards of their job, such as job autonomy, flexibility, social contacts, personal development and growth, and career opportunities, which is reflected in higher job satisfaction (Aziri, 2011; Alegre et al., 2016).

In a similar vein, it can be argued that communication frequency with the supervisor can be viewed as an ‘autonomy supportive’ contextual factor that plays a role in employees’ job satisfaction. Through more frequent social interaction and meaningful connections, SDT and self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1977) suggest that leaders can satisfy employees’ basic psychological needs which enhances their self-efficacy and autonomous motivation (Sweet et al., 2012), resulting in job satisfaction (Gagne, 2003).

Traditionally, face-to-face interaction has been considered the most salient way of interacting, as it is synchronous and enables the exchange of multiple and rich cues, allowing employees to use all their human senses, which can lead to higher levels of job satisfaction (Fonner and Roloff, 2010). In the context of remote working, however, face-to-face communication is often partly or completely replaced by communication via information and communication technologies (ICT), such as individual video-calls (e.g., via Teams, Skype, or Zoom), individual telephone calls, e-mail messages, and WhatsApp messages, which makes it more challenging for leaders to interact with their followers (Erickson, 2021). More specifically, according to media richness theory (MRT; Lengel and Daft, 1988) and media synchronicity theory (MST; Dennis and Valacich, 1999), IT-mediated communication is less ‘channel rich’ and often asynchronous compared to face-to-face communication, which hinders direct feedback and the transfer of business and personal information, signals, and personal attention (Martins et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2018). Even though the quality of digital communication nowadays comes close to that of face-to-face communication (Nguyen et al., 2020), making use of IT-mediated communication channels may be less effective, particularly when it comes to providing complex and ambiguous information and feedback and to signalling that employees are valued. Therefore, communication has become a constant leadership concern, not only regarding team effectiveness (Tigre et al., 2022), but also regarding job satisfaction (Paksoy et al., 2017).

Finally, the generation literature suggests that the importance of servant leadership and communication frequency and quality (i.e., type of communication channel) for job satisfaction may differ across generations. A generation, often called a cohort, refers to “an identifiable group that shares birth years, age, location, and significant life events at critical developmental stages” (Kupperschmidt, 2000, p. 66) and who have experienced similar social, historical, and life events (Mannheim, 1972). This categorization may be important to consider, particularly when it comes to a comparison of groups that have been socialized with very different technologies and lifestyles (Nicholas, 2009). Generally, four generations can be distinguished in the workplace: Baby Boomers (born 1946–1965), Gen (eration) X (born 1966–1980), Gen Y or Millennials (born 1981–2000), and Gen Z (born 2001+). The focus in this paper is on the older generations (in this study: the Baby Boomers and Gen X) versus the younger generations (in this study: Gen Y), as these are dominant and distinct groups in today’s workforce (Hart, 2006; Taylor, 2018). More specifically, particularly Gen Y may value personal support (Anderson et al., 2017) characterizing servant leadership (Barbuto and Gottfredson, 2016). Moreover, Gen Y may be more computer literate and technology ready than Baby Boomers and Gen X and, therefore, more prepared to work in remote work contexts (Pearson et al., 2010; Anderson et al., 2017; Camp et al., 2022). Although MRT (Lengel and Daft, 1988) considers e-mail and WhatsApp communication to be leaner communication channels than face-to-face communication, recent literature (Ishii et al., 2019) suggests that perceptions of media richness may differ across generations, as these much depend on the experience people have with using information and communication channels, such as text-based communication (e.g., e-mail and WhatsApp). Since technology plays an important role in remote work contexts, the generation lens can be interesting to further explore (Heuss et al., 2022).

Our study aims to contribute to the conversations on the role of ‘autonomy supportive’ factors in employee wellbeing in remote work contexts by examining the relationships between servant leadership, communication frequency with supervisor — overall and via synchronous (i.e., video-calls, telephone calls) and asynchronous communication channels (i.e., e-mail messages, and WhatsApp) — on the one hand, and job satisfaction, on the other, and the moderating role of generation (Baby Boomers and Gen X versus Gen Y) in these relationships.

The intended contribution of our study is threefold. First, our study extends the literature on employee wellbeing in remote work contexts by examining how both leadership style and communication frequency with the supervisor (overall and via synchronous and asynchronous communication channels) — as indicators of work conditions that according to SDT (Deci et al., 2017) can support employee autonomy— may foster employee wellbeing in terms of job satisfaction (Inceoglu et al., 2018). Second, we contribute to the conversation on the changing role of leadership by examining the extent to which servant leadership relates to job satisfaction, which may be particularly important for younger generations in remote work contexts (Fernandez and Shaw, 2020; Banks et al., 2022; Tigre et al., 2022). Third, we contribute to the literature on media richness by examining communication frequency, also considering the communication channel, as factor in employee wellbeing in remote work contexts (Lengel and Daft, 1988; Ishii et al., 2019). More specifically, employing a generation lens (Heuss et al., 2022), we examine how the frequent use of synchronous and asynchronous communication channels, can impact job satisfaction differently for older versus younger generations.



Theory and hypotheses


Servant leadership and job satisfaction

In present-day volatile and remote work contexts, directive leadership may only have short-term effects (Stoker et al., 2022). Although directive leadership can help structure the work of employees by setting clear goals and giving feedback when the work is not satisfactory, it does not stimulate employees and teams to act autonomously, to collaborate with peers inside and outside the organization, and to develop their skills and competences (Donia et al., 2016), which relates to the three basic human needs distinguished by Deci and Ryan (2000). A more appropriate leadership style to satisfy employees’ psychological needs is servant leadership (de Sousa and van Dierendonck, 2014). Servant leadership was first introduced by Greenleaf (1977), stressing leaders’ motivation to serve others and to make sure that their needs are taken care of above their own. Since then, the concept of servant leadership has been presented as a multidimensional construct (Spears, 2010; Liden et al., 2014). A seminal multidimensional conceptualisation by Van Dierendonck (2011) illustrates that servant leaders empower and develop employees, display humility, are authentic, embrace employees for what defines them, provide direction, and show stewardship. In consecutive work, Van Dierendonck et al. (2017) examined which central servant leadership dimensions were supported and solid across eight different countries. We draw from this cross-culturally validated five-dimensional conceptualization (Van Dierendonck et al., 2017) in the present study, and consider the following five servant leadership dimensions: empowerment, humility, authenticity, standing back, and stewardship.

The first dimension, empowerment, has two facets (Van Dierendonck et al., 2017). It focuses on enhancing people’s autonomous motivation by providing autonomy, responsibility and decision-making influence. Moreover, it has a developmental aspect which focuses on enabling employees to develop themselves. More specifically, servant leadership aims to promote a proactive attitude and self-confidence among followers (Van Dierendonck, 2011) by showing that they are valued and that their learning potential is recognized, which encourages employee development (Laub, 1999).

The second dimension, humility, refers to leaders’ ability to assess the true value of one’s own achievements and talents (Patterson, 2003), and acknowledge that they themselves are not flawless but also capable of making mistakes (Van Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011).

The third dimension, authenticity, reflects the expression of oneself that corresponds to one’s inner thoughts and feelings. It is about being true to oneself, expressing feelings and thoughts, intentions, and commitment (Van Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011). This leadership behavior is displayed by doing what is promised, visibility within the organization, honesty, and vulnerability (Van Dierendonck, 2011).

The fourth dimension, standing back, relates to a leader’s lack of pretension when withdrawing from a task that has been successfully completed (Van Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011). Servant leaders can put other people’s interests first and offer essential support when needed (Van Dierendonck, 2011).

The fifth dimension, stewardship, refers to the leader’s willingness to take responsibility for the actions and performance of the team, act as a role model, and encourage others to act for the team. This characteristic is related to social responsibility, loyalty, and teamwork (Van Dierendonck, 2011), which taps into employees’ need for belongingness.

Servant leadership aims to promote job satisfaction by creating a positive work atmosphere (Eva et al., 2019). In line with this, Chan and Mak (2014) reported that servant leaders strive for high quality relationships with their employees and are eager to support and encourage them, which can enhance their need satisfaction, autonomous motivation and, ultimately, job satisfaction. Also, Jenkins and Stewart (2010) claimed that when servant leaders increase trust between themselves and their employees, employees feel valued in their jobs and gain intrinsic benefits from their work, which can impact job satisfaction. Recently, a systematic literature review by Langhof and Güldenberg (2020) revealed empirical evidence for a positive relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction, albeit mostly in non-remote work contexts. However, particularly in times of need and crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, employees are expected to experience higher levels of autonomous motivation and job satisfaction when they perceive that their organization provides support and shows concern for their wellbeing (Eisenberger et al., 2001). Therefore, we propose the following:


Hypothesis 1: Perceived servant leadership is positively related to job satisfaction.
 



Communication frequency and job satisfaction

Communication between leaders and followers can be conceived as important for fulfilling employees’ basic psychological needs, and hence, can increase autonomous motivation and job satisfaction. Communication allows to exchange greater levels of information that help to work autonomously, to prevent professional isolation (Marshall et al., 2007) and build and maintain high-quality employment relationships, and to gain information that help employees to develop professionally (Fonner and Roloff, 2010; Stevens, 2020), which may point to the importance of communication frequency (Kacmar et al., 2003). In remote work contexts, frequent communication may have become even more important for building trust (Erickson, 2021). Missing out social face-to-face interactions and reduced interactions with supervisors and colleagues can run parallel with decreased job satisfaction among remote workers (Cooper and Kurland, 2002; Golden and Viega, 2005). In line with this, Staples (2001) found that communication frequency between manager and employees ensured a higher level of interpersonal trust and, therefore, higher levels of job satisfaction among remote workers relative to non-remote workers.

Contrary to these findings, however, Fonner and Roloff (2010) found that less frequent information exchange among high-intensity teleworkers, relative to office-based workers, related to higher job satisfaction, which could be attributed to lower stress from meetings and interruptions, and, consequently, less work-life conflict. In their view, teleworkers also perceived less office politics, which enhanced job satisfaction. Although some authors indicated that high telework-intensities (i.e., more than 15.1 h per week) may plateau the positive telework-job satisfaction relationship, suggesting a curvilinear relationship (Golden and Viega, 2005), the findings by Fonner and Roloff (2010) indicated that high-intensity teleworkers were more satisfied than collocated office workers. Strikingly, their results suggest that less interaction with others, indicating more job autonomy and independence, satisfying employees’ need for autonomy, can be beneficial. This chimes with the findings by Leonardi and Barley (2010) who found that teleworkers strategically dealt with the expectation of constant connectivity in remote work contexts by reducing their interaction intensity to focus on their work. In addition, others argued that the frequent use of digital communication can have a negative effect on employees due to too many interruptions and unpredictability of digital communication channels (Ter Hoeven et al., 2016).

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, communication may have been especially important given the uncertainty that this period entailed. Hence, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, leader-follower communication frequency can be seen as a proxy for perceived employee support and dealing with stress in times of crisis, which may enable employees’ need satisfaction and, subsequently, positively impact job satisfaction (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). Therefore, we propose the following:


Hypothesis 2: Perceived communication frequency with the supervisor is positively related to job satisfaction.
 



Frequency of use of communication channel and job satisfaction

In remote work contexts, also communication quality, which may depend on the communication channels used, might impact job satisfaction. According to the MRT (Daft and Lengel, 1986), the quality of communication channels (media) can be classified based on their ‘media richness’ and the equivocality of tasks. Communication media vary in their degree of “richness,” or the “ability of information to change understanding within a time interval” (Daft and Lengel, 1986, p. 561) and the extent to which the ambiguity of a message can be reduced (Daft et al., 1987). More specifically, media richness can be assessed based on four characteristics: (1) capacity of immediate feedback, (2) ability to use multiple cues, (3) personal focus provided, and (4) language variety. Based on these criteria, the richness of communication channels rank ‘face-to-face’ communication as the richest, followed by telephone, written documents, and messages, including e-mails. As new electronic communication media, such as individual video-call (e.g., via Teams, Skype, or Zoom) and WhatsApp, are developing rapidly, also MST (Dennis and Valacich, 1999) can be helpful to classify channels regarding these channels’ media richness. In fact, MST focuses on the same characteristics as MRT but incorporates the capability of achieving synchronicity in communication. This will be elaborated below.

E-mail is a text-only communication tool which runs asynchronous and has low channel richness (Lengel and Daft, 1988). Although the use of this channel lacks personalization and is limited in conveying signals, it has proven its effectiveness and mainly offers the advantage of continuity in conversations in remote work contexts (Smith et al., 2018).

Like e-mail, instant messaging (e.g., WhatsApp) is a form of textual computer-mediated communication but it allows users to communicate more synchronously when others are available than e-mail (Smith et al., 2018). These tools allow for rapid feedback and are often seen as a supplemental and informal form of communication that has gained importance in work contexts (Darics, 2020; Omar et al., 2020).

Telephone communication runs synchronously and allows for a greater direct exchange of (social) information. Consequently, it is considered more channel rich than e-mail. However, a disadvantage is that both parties must be available at the same time and that it does not allow messages with continued interactivity (Smith et al., 2018).

Video conferencing comes closest to face-to-face interactions and has a high channel richness. In high-intensity remote work contexts, this communication channel is considered to have the capacity to compensate for the absence of face-to-face interactions.

Following MRT and MST, when the communication between leaders and followers is complex and the level of ambiguity of the message content is high, face-to-face communication would be most effective (Boell et al., 2016). For a lower level of ambiguity of the message, however, a leaner medium, such as telephone or e-mail, may be more effective (Daft and Lengel, 1986). In line with this, research demonstrated that richer communication channels are more often used to communicate complex information, whilst leaner communication channels are more suitable for simple information (Matarazzo and Sellen, 2000). An empirical study by Peltokorpi (2015), for example, pointed out that, despite the many advantages associated with IT-mediated communication, face-to-face communication remained the standard for transferring tacit knowledge, whereas for communicating more explicit knowledge, such as data, lean media were shown to be more appropriate.

Although communication channels, such as e-mail, instant messaging (WhatsApp), telephone, and video calls may be more appealing and suitable for remote workers, also in remote work contexts, face-to-face communication is usually presented as the most preferred communication channel for leader-follower interactions (Smith et al., 2018), as these can better satisfy employees’ basic psychological needs. In line with leader-member exchange theory, positing that mutual trust and support is crucial for developing and maintaining high-quality relationship (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), Braun et al. (2019) found that employees preferred face-to-face communication with their leaders in favor of e-mail and telephone communication, as they perceived this enhanced their mutual understanding, which was associated with higher job satisfaction. For employees who spend a lot of time working from home, video communication may compensate for the absence of face-to-face interactions. Nevertheless, research demonstrated that during the COVID-19 pandemic, long-lasting use of video calls was exhausting and caused so-called ‘zoom fatigue,’ which caused people to prefer to meet via other media channels (Nesher Shoshan and Wehrt, 2022).

Building on MRT (Lengel and Daft, 1988) and MST (Dennis and Valacich, 1999), we generally propose that to achieve job satisfaction in remote work contexts, frequent use of synchronous, relative rich communication channels (face-to-face communication, video calls, and telephone) remains superior to other communication channels.


Hypothesis 3: The positive relationship between the frequency of use of synchronous communication channels (i.e., face-to-face communication, video calls, and telephone) and job satisfaction is stronger than the relationships between the frequency of use of asynchronous communication channels (i.e., WhatsApp and e-mail) and job satisfaction.
 



The moderating role of generation

Despite that generations are labeled differently, and the periods of birth years covered by these labels vary, there is consensus among academics and practitioners that generations have different norms, values, needs, and behaviors (Eisner, 2005; Anderson et al., 2017), which can also play a role in how their psychological needs are satisfied. Joshi et al. (2011) defined generational cohorts as those individuals grouped by birth years that have experienced common social and historical events during their formative years. This is of importance, particularly when comparing groups which represent individuals raised with very different technologies and lifestyles (Nicholas, 2009). Baby Boomers, stereotypically described as independent, workaholic, and disciplined, are now either retired or on the point of retirement (Eisner, 2005; Heuss et al., 2022). Gen X are considered to value greater autonomy and freedom regarding how they work; they are skeptical of authority, most likely due to the economic downturns which occurred as many of them were seeking their first job. They are not particularly fond of being micromanaged and are often in management roles themselves (Jones et al., 2019). For Baby Boomers and Gen X, education is considered necessary, and they are trying to keep up with technology. Gen Y, however, is the first generation that grew up in a world characterized by transparency, great individualism, many choices, and constant communication (Heuss et al., 2022). One of the distinctive characteristics that make Gen Y unique is that they were socialized when the development of the Internet and digital media changed the world. The literature is consistent in describing Gen Y as ‘me-oriented’ (individualistic) and as having a great desire for management support (Anderson et al., 2017), searching for meaningful jobs, work-flexibility, job satisfaction, and team collaboration in a non-hierarchical, flatter workplace (Joshi et al., 2011). Moreover, they strongly prefer to work for employers that they respect and can learn from and that support their work-life balance (Hastings, 2008).

There is some evidence that relationship-oriented leadership, characterized by inter-personal reliability, support, and trust, is valued higher among younger generations, including Gen Y, than task-oriented leadership, being more focused on personal credibility and competence (Lyons and Kuron, 2014). Younger generations also prefer to work with leaders who provide working environments that meet their individual fulfillment and ambitions rather than who focus on task and organizational success (Lyons and Kuron, 2014). Barbuto and Gottfredson (2016), for example, stressed that Gen Y prefer servant leaders who focus on employees’ developmental needs and human capital improvements. Also, according to Balda and Mora (2011), servant leadership particularly fits the needs of Gen Y, as this generation strongly values meaningful relationships with peers and supervisors, suggesting that servant leaders’ open way of communicating promotes job satisfaction. Therefore, we propose the following:


Hypothesis 4a: The proposed positive relationship between perceived servant leadership and job satisfaction is stronger for Gen Y compared to Baby Boomers and Gen X.
 

Communication frequency between leaders and followers can be associated with higher levels of interpersonal trust among remote workers (Staples, 2001). Myers and Sadaghiani (2010) noted that Gen Y seems to look for a team-based workplace culture with close contact and communication with superiors and frequent feedback to satisfy their basic psychological needs. In a similar vein, Barbuto and Gottfredson (2016) referred to a survey by Ernst and Young that found that 85% of Gen Y want frequent and fair feedback, which was higher than Gen X. A study by Gabrielova and Buchko (2021) found that Gen Y employees are entrepreneurial thinkers who like to take responsibility, demand direct and immediate feedback, expect a frequent sense of accomplishment, and have a high need for engagement and support from their manager and organization (Winter and Jackson, 2014). Since in remote work contexts, frequent communication with the supervisor is important to enhance job-satisfaction, and Gen Y values communication even more, we propose that:


Hypothesis 4b: The proposed positive relationship between communication frequency and job satisfaction is stronger for Gen Y than for Baby Boomers and Gen X.
 

As younger employees are more experienced with using lean and asynchronous communication channels, younger generations can be expected to perceive messaging as richer than older generations. In earlier research, Reisenwitz and Iyer (2009) found that Gen Y, relative to the older generations, has a higher preference for web applications and e-mail-communication and that Gen Y, who are more comfortable with technology, make use of collaborative tools, such as mobile phones, instant messaging, and social networking platforms, to connect with others and to facilitate a collective process of creative problem solving. Generally, Gen Y is more proficient at multitasking, and their preferences for communication with co-workers and peers are significantly different—and more technology-oriented—from those of Gen X. Online communication can also be an efficient way to satisfy employees’ basic psychological needs. This is in line with remote workers who have less frequent communication but perceive their communication to be of higher quality, timelier, and more efficient, which can result in job satisfaction (Fonner and Roloff, 2010). Therefore, we propose that:


Hypothesis 4c: The proposed positive relationship between the frequency of use of synchronous communication channels (face-to-face, video calls, telephone) and job satisfaction is weaker for Gen Y relative to Baby Boomers and Gen X.

Hypothesis 4d: The proposed positive relationship between the frequency of use of asynchronous communication channels (WhatsApp and e-mail) and job satisfaction is stronger for Gen Y relative to Baby Boomers and Gen X.
 




Materials and methods


Sample and procedure

This study was part of a larger, cross-sectional multi-source data collection effort on leadership and wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data was collected in Belgium and the Netherlands through student-recruited sampling (Wheeler et al., 2014) by students enrolled in a (part-time) Master or PhD program at one of two Dutch universities. The incentive for Master student recruiters to participate was the use of the collective dataset for their thesis projects. Since the two universities had different deadlines for the thesis projects, there were two periods in which data was collected. The first data collection took place in the Netherlands between December 2020 and January 2021, while the second data collection was conducted in Belgium and the Netherlands between May and July 2021.

Since we were interested in exploring the effects of servant leadership, communication frequency, and communication channels within a remote (homeworking) context, employees who did not or hardly worked from home during the pandemic or who worked from home less during the pandemic were eliminated from the sample. In addition, in this study, we only included employees when at least two employees rated their manager’s servant leadership behavior. Cases with missing data were removed. In total, 273 employees nested in 89 managers were included in the sample. An average of 3.07 employees (range 2 to 11 employees) filled in information about their manager’s servant leadership style.

Fifty-two percent of employees in the sample were female. 53.8% of employees belonged to the millennial generation (Gen Y), while 46.2% belonged to the older generations (Baby Boomers and Gen X). The majority (80.2%) of respondents had completed a higher education degree. Student recruiters were asked to provide contact information of a diverse group of knowledge workers employed at different organizations and in different industries. Hence, respondents in our sample worked across the public and private sectors in a variety of organizations (e.g., governmental institutions, healthcare, banks, insurers, employment agencies). The majority of respondents (67.8%) worked in organizations with more than 500 employees. The mean tenure with the organization was 11.16 (SD = 10.85) years ranging from less than 1 year to 46 years. The tenure with one’s manager ranged from less than 1 year to 31 years with an average of 2.69 years (SD = 3.09). 71.43% of the employees in our sample did not work from home prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and indicated to work from home regularly or completely during the COVID-19 pandemic, while 28.57% had already worked from home prior to the pandemic and was still working (partly) from home during the pandemic.

Since the data was collected at different periods during the pandemic (December 2020 – January 2021; May – July, 2021) and within two different countries (Belgium and the Netherlands), it is important to discuss the similarities in governmental regulations during this period. In the Netherlands, in relation to the two data collection efforts, the lockdown was still in effect between December 2020 through June 5, 2021. While the Netherlands reopened after June 5, the advice (in effect from June 26, 2021) was that employees travel to the office for no more than half their workweek (RIVM, 2021). In Belgium, it was mandatory to work from home between April and July 2021. Employees were allowed to go to the office a maximum of one time per week (Belgium.be, 2021). Toward the end of the data collection (June 26 – beginning of July), the Netherlands had fewer restrictions regarding going to the office, yet only a few employees responded to the questionnaire after June 26.



Measures


Servant leadership

A cross-culturally validated 18-item scale developed by Van Dierendonck et al. (2017) was used to measure servant leadership. The 18 items represent five dimensions of servant leadership (empowerment, humility, authenticity, standing back, and stewardship). The items were measured on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (6) strongly agree. An example item includes ‘my manager keeps himself/herself at the background and gives credits to others’.



Communication frequency

Communication frequency with one’s supervisor was based on a measure presented in Webster and Wong (2008). In their study, Webster and Wong (2008) asked respondents to indicate the frequency with which they communicated with eight different media on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = never, 2 = about once a month, 3 = about once a week, 4 = about once a day, 5 = about 2–3 times a day, 6 = about 4–5 times per day, 7 = almost continuously). The sum of those eight communication media items was used to represent total communication frequency. In the present study, we adopted a similar approach, although we limited the media channels to face-to-face, telephone, e-mail, video calls, and WhatsApp. Moreover, we specifically asked employees to indicate how often they had used each of the communication channels in their communication with their direct manager during the COVID-19 pandemic. While originally, we used the 7-point Likert response scale, we recoded the variables to a 5-point scale to obtain a more equal division across response points (1 = never, 2 = about once a month, 3 = about once a week, 4 = about once a day, about 2–3 times a day, about 4–5 times a day, 5 = almost continuously). Communication frequency was calculated as the sum of the frequency with which employees communicated with their manager across all channels, with a minimum score of 5 and a maximum score of 25.



Frequency of use of types of communication channels

To tease out the effects of specific media channels [i.e., synchronous communication channels (face-to-face, video, and telephone) and asynchronous communication channels (e-mail, WhatsApp)], we used the recoded 5-point scales of the single items adapted from Webster and Wong (2008).



Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction was measured with the 4-item scale of Mossholder et al. (2005). The items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. An example item includes ‘All in all, I am satisfied with my job’.



Generation

To determine generational cohort, the respondents’ age was subtracted from the year in which the data was collected. For the first data collection effort (December 2020 – January 2021), we used the year 2020. That is, since only a few respondents filled in the questionnaire in 2021, and it was only the very beginning of 2021, it made more sense to use 2020 to calculate one’s year of birth. For the second data collection effort (May – July, 2021), 2021 was used. By subtracting one’s age from the year of data collection, we could obtain a good approximation of one’s year of birth. Generational cohorts were devised based on the respondents’ year of birth. Employees born between 1981 and 2000 were grouped into the category Gen Y (coded 1). Employees born between 1946 and 1965 (Baby Boomers) and between 1966 and 1980 (Gen X) were grouped into the category older generations (coded 0).




Confirmatory factor analyses

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) for the multi-dimensional scales included in our study (i.e., servant leadership, job satisfaction). The CFAs were conducted at the individual level of analysis. We first conducted a series of CFAs to examine the factorial structure of the servant leadership scale. Following Van Dierendonck et al. (2017), we compared the fit of a one-factor servant leadership model consisting of 18 items to a 5-factor model with five dimensions represented by 18 items. Both models did not have an acceptable fit (see Table 1). Despite the use of a previously validated scale, considering the results, we found it important to conduct post-hoc analyses (e.g., exploration of modification indices) and continue in an iterative, exploratory fashion.



TABLE 1 Confirmatory factor analyses.
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According to the modification indices, one item of the humility dimension and one to two items of the authenticity dimension seemed to (cross) load on a different factor. In addition, one authenticity item had a factor loading below 0.50. When the modification indices do not offer a clear picture, EFA is more informative regarding the identification of cross-loading items than CFA (Farrell, 2010). Consequently, we performed an EFA on the 18 items. The results of the EFA showed that the three authenticity items did not load together on one factor, with one item loading on the same factor as the empowerment items. After removal of this authenticity item, the other authenticity items still did not load on the same factor. Based on this iterative process, we decided to remove the remaining two authenticity items from the scale. One humility item also did not load on the same factor as the other two items, but instead loaded together with the six empowerment items. We removed this item. After removal of this item, the remaining four factor model had an adequate fit with the data (Table 1). Considering the high correlations between the subdimensions of the four-factor model (range 0.62 to.79), following Van Dierendonck et al. (2017), we proceeded with the examination of a higher-order servant leadership model which also showed an acceptable fit with the data (Table 1).

Next, we examined a CFA consisting of the higher-order servant leadership model with four dimensions measured through 14 items and the four-item job satisfaction scale. The model showed an acceptable fit with the data, chi-square = 304.709, df = 130, chi-square/df = 2.344, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.070. Based on the results of the CFAs, a composite score for servant leadership (average of 14 items) and job satisfaction (average of 4 items) was created.



Analysis strategy: preliminary analyses

While our hypotheses were at the individual level of analysis, due to the nested structure of our data, it was important to determine whether having the same manager was an important source of variance in our data. We evaluated non-independence in two ways, (i) we considered whether individual employee ratings of one’s manager’s servant leadership and frequency of communication with one’s manager could be (partly) attributed to having the same manager, and (ii) we assessed whether there was significant between group variance in the outcome variable (i.e., job satisfaction).

Using the tool reported in Biemann et al. (2012), we calculated interrater reliability indices [ICC(1), ICC(2)] and computed two rwg(j) estimates (uniform distribution and slight skew) to estimate the upper and lower bound estimate for interrater agreement on the 14-item servant leadership measure. The results showed an upper bound rwg(14) of 0.92, SD = 0.23 (uniform distribution) and a lower bound rwg(14) of 0.87, SD = 0.26 (slight skew). Based on the lower bound rwg(14) estimates (slight skew), 89.89% of groups had strong (0.71–0.90) to very strong agreement (0.91–1.00). For the upper bound, 94.38% of groups had strong to very strong agreement. The ICC(1) is 0.16 and the ICC(2) is 0.37, F ratio = 1.60 p < 0.01. The “F ratio is the result of an ANOVA-based significance test of between-group differences and indicates the statistical significance of group membership” (Biemann et al., 2012, p. 78).

In addition to servant leadership ratings, we also asked employees to indicate the frequency of communication with their manager through five different media channels. While the items focused on individual communication with one’s manager, it might be that how often and in what way managers communicate with their employees is (partly) shared among employees. We, therefore, examined the ICC(1), ICC(2) and rwg (uniform distribution and moderate skew) for the single-item communication frequency measures by means of Biemann et al.’s tool which also allows for the calculation of these indices for single-item measures. In Table 2 (format adapted from Biemann et al., 2012), we present the results for the single-item measures for the uniform and measure-specific (moderate skew) indices. Since the composite score is based on the sum of these single-item constructs, similar levels of agreement on the composite score are assumed. Although the significant F-tests and ICC(1) and ICC(2) values warrant aggregation, even when considering the upper bound rwg indices (uniform distribution), for several communication channels there are a considerable number of groups with lack of, weak or moderate agreement. This entails that within numerous groups, the aggregated score may not represent any of the raters’ perspectives adequately (cf. Klein and Kozlowski, 2000). Nevertheless, it is important to not simply ignore potential group-level effects, as “researchers may draw erroneous conclusions (due to biased standard errors) when unit membership is a known source of variance but is excluded from statistical analyses” (Biemann et al., 2012, p. 72).



TABLE 2 Results aggregation analyses - frequency communication channels.
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To assess the extent of non-independence in job satisfaction, we calculated ICC(1) by dividing the interclass variance by the sum of the interclass variance and intraclass variance (ICC(1) = 0.062/(0.062 + 1.104) = 0.053) based on the null model with restricted maximum likelihood estimation (Heck et al., 2014). The ICC(1) value was at the cut-off point of 0.05 for conducting multilevel analyses (González-Romá and Hernández, 2017). Although it has been suggested that non-independence of 0.05 or lower in the outcome variable does not require multi-level analyses, the interrater agreement (rwg-based indices) and interrater reliability (ICC1 and ICC2) indices for servant leadership and the communication frequency variables point to potential group-level effects that should not be neglected. Consequently, we decided to consider both the individual level and the group level components of servant leadership and the communication variables in our analysis (i.e., we included the predictor variables at both the first and second level of analysis). By taking this approach, we had the opportunity to tease out unique estimates for within and between-group coefficients.



Data analysis strategy: hypothesis testing

We conducted multi-level analyses through MIXED MODELS Linear with restricted maximum likelihood estimation in SPSS version 28. Since ‘communication frequency’ was constructed as the sum of the frequency on the individual communication channels it was not possible to include these variables together in one analysis (there would be perfect collinearity with one individual communication channel variable and the composite communication frequency score). Hence, we tested Hypotheses 1 and 2 (Model 1a) simultaneously and Hypotheses 1 and 3 (Model 2a) simultaneously. In both models, the level 2 predictor variables were grand mean centered, while the level 1 predictors were centered within cluster (CWC) also known as group-mean centered (Enders and Tofighi, 2007). This type of centering at level 1 and level 2 offers the opportunity to tease out within and between level effects (Enders and Tofighi, 2007). Generation, the level 1 moderator variable, was group-mean centered (CWC) to accommodate interpretation of interaction terms at level 1 (Enders and Tofighi, 2007).

To examine whether generation moderated the relationship between level 1 predictor variables and job satisfaction (Hypotheses 4a–4d), the interaction terms were included to form Model 1b (Hypotheses 4a, 4b) and Model 2b (Hypotheses 4a, 4c, 4d). The empirical models used to test the hypotheses are presented in Figure 1. The model in Panel A captures Hypotheses 1, 2, 4a and 4b, while the model in Panel B displays Hypotheses 1, 3, 4a, 4c, 4d.
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FIGURE 1
 Proposed empirical models.


As working with one’s manager for less than 1 year, particularly when this was (partly) during a lockdown, may not offer sufficient time to develop an understanding of one’s manager’s leadership style or an awareness of communication norms, we also conducted the analyses on a sample excluding employees who had less than 1-year tenure with their manager.1 Furthermore, while we were interested in comparing the experiences of the younger generation (Gen Y) to older generations (Gen X and baby boomers), since there might still be important differences between Gen X and baby boomers, we also conducted the analyses among a sample limited to Gen Y and Gen X respondents only.2 Due to the relatively small percentage of baby boomers in the total dataset (11.63%), we did not conduct analyses comparing only Gen Y and baby boomers. The outcome of the hypothesis tests remained the same; therefore, we present the results including the full sample of 273 employees.




Results

In Table 3, the descriptive statistics (means, SDs, and reliability coefficients) and bivariate correlations among the variables are presented. Servant leadership was significantly positively correlated with job satisfaction (r = 0.30, p < 0.01). Of the communication variables, only e-mail communication was significantly correlated with job satisfaction (r = 0.13, p < 0.05). While frequency of use of the different types of communication channels (face-to-face, telephone, e-mail, videoconferencing, WhatsApp) were generally significantly positively correlated with each other (r ranges from 0.18 to 0.54, p < 0.01), face-to-face and WhatsApp communication were not significantly correlated (r = 0.09, p > 0.05).



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics.
[image: Table3]

According to Hypothesis 1, there is a positive relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction. The results of Model 1a and Model 2a show that there is a positive relationship between individual-level servant leadership and job satisfaction (estimate = 0.55, p < 0.05, and estimate = 0.53, p < 0.05 for Model 1a and 2a respectively). Moreover, group-level servant leadership and job satisfaction are significantly positively related (estimate = 0.36, p < 0.05, and estimate = 0.37, p < 0.05 for Model 1a and 2a respectively; see Tables 4, 5). Hypothesis 2 proposed a positive relationship between communication frequency with one’s supervisor and job satisfaction. According to the results (Table 4), there is no significant relationship between group-level communication frequency and job satisfaction (estimate = 0.02, p > 0.05), nor for individual-level communication frequency and job satisfaction (estimate = −0.01, p > 0.05). Hence, Hypothesis 2 is not supported. Fonner and Roloff (2010) found that fewer exchanges of information was related to higher job satisfaction among high-intensity teleworkers compared to office workers. Hence, it might be that among our sample (which consisted of intense homeworkers due to government regulations during the pandemic), the frequency of communication with one’s manager might not have a linear effect, but the positive effect may plateau at a certain level. Consequently, we conducted post-hoc analyses examining quadratic and cubic relationships between total communication frequency and job satisfaction. There was no support for curvilinear effects.



TABLE 4 Results hypothesis tests (hypotheses 1, 2, 4a, 4b).
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TABLE 5 Results hypothesis tests (hypotheses 1, 3, 4a, 4c, 4d).
[image: Table5]

According to Hypothesis 3, there would be a positive relationship between all communication channels and job satisfaction, while the relationship between synchronous communication channels (face-to face, video, telephone) and job satisfaction was expected to be stronger than the relationship between asynchronous (e-mail, WhatsApp) communication and job satisfaction. The results do not support Hypothesis 3. While there are no significant relationships between the different communication channels and job satisfaction at level 1 (see Table 5), there is a significant positive relationship between e-mail communication at level 2 and job satisfaction (estimate = 0.26, p < 0.05). This is contrary to the expectation that synchronous communication channels would have the strongest relationship with job satisfaction.

According to Hypothesis 4a, the relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction would be moderated by generation. There was no support for the moderating effect of generation (estimate = 0.02, p > 0.05, Model 1b; estimate = −0.04, p > 0.05, Model 2b).

According to Hypothesis 4b, the relationship between communication frequency and job satisfaction would be stronger for Gen Y. Considering the non-significant interaction effect (estimate = −0.03, p > 0.05), Hypothesis 4b is not supported.

Hypothesis 4c proposed that the positive relationship between synchronous communication channels and job satisfaction would be weaker for Gen Y, while Hypothesis 4d suggested that the positive relationship between asynchronous communication channels and job satisfaction would be stronger for Gen Y. There were no significant interaction effects (estimate = −0.41, p > 0.05, estimate = −0.31, p > 0.05, estimate = 0.31, p = 0.10, estimate = −0.10, p > 05, and estimate = 0.13, p > 0.05 for the level 1 interactions between face-to-face, telephone, e-mail, video conferencing and WhatsApp communication and generation respectively), and therefore these hypotheses were not supported (Table 5).



Discussion and conclusions

Particularly in remote work contexts, examining contextual autonomy factors in job satisfaction is important, as remote working can reduce employees’ motivation and enhance turnover intention (Charalampous et al., 2019; Zöllner and Sulíková, 2021). In this section, we summarize our study’s results and reflect on them in light of existing theory and research. Moreover, we discuss the study’s limitations and avenues for future research and implications for management practice.


The relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction

In line with expectations, we found a positive relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction. When leaders were perceived as enacting servant leadership behaviors, their followers reported more job satisfaction, possibly because their leaders’ behaviors satisfied their basic psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Van Dierendonck et al., 2014). Servant leaders can shape work environments for their followers that enable building trustful relationships and that can enhance individuals’ autonomous motivation and job satisfaction. More specifically, by enhancing autonomy, building working communities that foster belongingness, and allocating interesting tasks that allow employees to use their capacities and develop these, leaders can sustain employees’ proactive work behavior, also in remote work contexts (Coun et al., 2022). This also relates to the outcomes of the meta-analysis by Gajendran and Harrison (2007) that indicated that teleworkers are more satisfied with their jobs when they can embrace the potential benefits and advantages of remote working, such as more time-spatial flexibility, job autonomy, and improved supervisory relationships. Although previous studies did not always consider a multilevel design, our finding is in line with other studies (Chan and Mak, 2014; Donia et al., 2016) that showed a positive relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction. In addition, many studies looking into servant leadership and job satisfaction during the COVID-19 pandemic were conducted in the educational and healthcare context (Qiu and Zhang, 2022; Turner, 2022). However, our study broadened the focus by including knowledge workers in a wide range of both public and private sectors that had to work remotely.



The relationship between communication frequency and job satisfaction

We expected that particularly within the context of remote working during the COVID-19 pandemic frequent leader-follower communication was important as this can contribute to employees’ perceptions of support to work autonomously, to build professional and social relationships, and to develop professionally, which enables them to deal with stress in times of crisis and to prevent them from professional isolation (Marshall et al., 2007; Golden et al., 2008), enhancing autonomous motivation and, subsequently, job satisfaction (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). This expectation, however, was not supported by our data. Perhaps at the time of research, the employees in our sample were already used to the new remote work situation during the COVID-19 pandemic and did not feel that they needed frequent communication to interact with their supervisor to be autonomously motivated to do their work remotely. Martin et al. (2022), for example, found that in a context of perceived information overload, more frequent communication was negatively related to job satisfaction. Also before the pandemic, Fonner and Roloff (2010), Leonardi and Barley (2010), and Ter Hoeven et al. (2016) found that employees intentionally reduced the interaction frequency with the shop-floor level to be able to work more uninterruptedly and to focus and concentrate on their own work (Leonardi and Barley, 2010), perhaps to achieve more work-related flow (Peters and Wildenbeest, 2010; Peters et al., 2014) or to have more time for nonwork activities, such as ‘home schooling’ for their children due to schools being closed to prevent the COVID-19 virus from spreading. Also, in our study, lower communication frequencies in high-intensity remote work contexts may have contributed to lower stress from meetings and interruptions, less office politics, and, consequently, less pondering about work after work hours, resulting in less work-life conflict (Fonner and Roloff, 2010). The lack of significance in our analysis might indicate that there is not a particular pattern that relates higher or lower levels of communication intensity with job satisfaction. This resonates with Boell et al. (2016, p. 128) who pointed out the importance of looking into “the complexity and mutual dependencies of situated work activities” to understand remote work practices. In addition, they suggested that the diversity of work activities in which knowledge workers engage and the different IT-tools they use, can determine the need for and appreciation of interaction during remote working.



The relationship between the communication channel frequency and job satisfaction

Surprisingly, we only found a significant direct positive relationship between e-mail communication frequency and job satisfaction. The other communication channel frequencies of individual video calls (e.g., via Teams, Skype, or Zoom), individual telephone calls, and WhatsApp, however, were not significant. We expected that frequent face-to-face communication, or in remote work contexts frequent video calls, which are usually presented as the most channel rich in terms of information availability and immediacy of feedback and the opportunity to send nonverbal cues and personal focus, would be the preferred communication channels for leader-follower interactions (Smith et al., 2018), and, for those reasons, would have had positive relationships with job satisfaction. However, frequent means of synchronous and media rich communication did not relate to higher levels of job satisfaction. This may imply that the experienced quality of the communication in remote work contexts does not depend on the quantity of rich and synchronous communication (Fonner and Roloff, 2010). Since face-to-face communication during the COVID-19 pandemic was reduced, even in times when national lockdowns were more relaxed, one would expect that frequent video calls or making telephone calls would be alternative synchronous communication channels that have the potential to compensate for the loss of face-to-face communication. However, also higher frequencies of these types of synchronous communication did not contribute to job satisfaction. Based on the literature, the finding regarding video calls could be attributed to ‘zoom fatigue’ (Nesher Shoshan and Wehrt, 2022). More specifically, zoom fatigue can be explained by more subjective processes rather than objective processes related to media richness and synchronicity. Subjective processes rather relate to the specific cultural-symbolic meanings of communication channels that can affect employee attitudes and reactions and enhance channel-usage related strain (Nesher Shoshan and Wehrt, 2022). In addition to the loss of richness of social cues and the difficulties with signaling these, video conferencing and the technical problems that occurred might remind them of the normal face-to-face communication that was lost during the pandemic, which depleted employees’ energy resources (Nesher Shoshan and Wehrt, 2022). Additionally, telephone communication may not compensate for missing out face-to-face communication.

Apparently, however, in remote work contexts, frequent e-mail communication as a characteristic of the leader was perceived by employees as contributing to job satisfaction, and strikingly also even more than the other types of a-synchronic communication, such as WhatsApp. Probably e-mail communication allows followers to have ongoing contact with their supervisor and to exchange more information with their supervisor in an a-synchronic way. On the one hand, information exchange is an important part of empowering leadership, also characterizing servant leadership (Van Dierendonck et al., 2014), and can foster employee empowerment, which enables employees’ work proactivity (Coun et al., 2022), and, therefore, may contribute to job satisfaction. On the other hand, remote workers may increasingly search for efficient ways of communication and for gaining more job autonomy and flexibility, to concentrate on work and/or nonwork activities (Gratton, 2023). E-mail communication may be a channel that allows them to be better able to control when and how to respond to the leader’s information (cf. Fonner and Roloff, 2010), meanwhile offering the advantage of continuity in leader-follower conversations (Smith et al., 2018). Perhaps individual telephone calls can be richer in terms of receiving direct responses from the supervisor, but smaller portions of information can be exchanged. Furthermore, WhatsApp may be a more flexible, but less rich medium. Or this more synchronous channel can give employees pressure to respond faster (Smith et al., 2018) or this might be associated with more informal, supplemental communication (Darics, 2020).



The moderating role of generation

In contrast to our hypotheses, we did not find any significant moderating influence of generation. Although we expected that the younger generation (Gen Y) would benefit more from servant leadership than the older generations (Baby Boomers and Gen X), the results did not support that Gen Y would be in need of more servant leadership to be satisfied with their work. Nor did we find a stronger relationship between communication frequency and job satisfaction among the younger generation compared to the older generations, although Gen Y was expected to value more direct communication and their managers to be mentors at work (Winter and Jackson, 2014). Regardless of generation, the preferred communication frequency might be dependent on the complexity and interdependencies across workers in remote work settings. Strikingly, however the frequency of communication did not a play a different role regarding different communication channels. Possibly, all employees in our study were experienced in using different communication channels which can explain the non-significant moderation effect of generation. In fact, the pandemic may have reduced differences in experience with the use of different communication channels. In view of the ‘age-period-cohort confound’ (Rhodes, 1983), our study may be a result of a period effect. In future research, to disentangle this confound, a longitudinal design is essential.



General conclusion

Our study contributed to the conversation on leadership style and wellbeing (Inceoglu et al., 2018) by showing that servant leadership in remote work contexts, often characterized by uncertainty and complexity, plays an important role in fostering employees’ job satisfaction (Fernandez and Shaw, 2020; Banks et al., 2022; Tigre et al., 2022). This holds true for all generations. Servant leadership is a multi-faceted leadership style that focuses on task clarification and building internal and external relationships and has the potential to fulfil employees’ psychological needs in terms of autonomy, competence, and belongingness (Van Dierendonck, 2011) which motivates them for their work resulting in higher levels of job satisfaction. This, however, does not imply that leaders need to interact frequently with their followers. In line with previous studies, our study did not find support for a significant relationship between communication frequency and job satisfaction in general. Likely, the type of work and the personal needs of individuals and teams determine the ideal leader-follower interaction frequency. Yet, by simultaneously looking to leadership and the use of communication media, we found that at the leader level, also high intensities of e-mail communication can be associated with higher levels of job satisfaction. This may imply that besides human-centric leadership styles, asynchronous communication is becoming increasingly important in remote work contexts, as this allows employees to be more autonomous and flexible and at the same time able to share knowledge with their teammates. Attention and interaction with the supervisor remain important, but it may depend on the type of work (Boell et al., 2016). Besides the indicators of media richness (Lengel and Daft, 1988) and media synchronicity (Dennis and Valacich, 1999) also the social symbolic value of communication might affect job satisfaction. In our study, empowering employees by sharing information via e-mail reflects leaders to involve and trust employees to do their work autonomously. Paradoxically, leaders need to signal that they are supporting their teams and individual employees but at the same time they should give employees autonomy and flexibility to do their work independently and collaborate with others remotely. This fits with the trend indicated by Gratton (2023) that people after the COVID-19 pandemic prefer to combine work with other activities outside the work domain. This holds true for employees regardless of generation.




Limitations and future research

The present study was subject to various limitations. First, the present study revealed the paradox of leaders both signalling support and autonomy. It is not clear how leaders toggle between these two poles to keep employees satisfied. Future research could explore how managers in hybrid work contexts deal with ambiguous and complex situations and choose the right media to communicate with their employees (Bergum et al., 2023).

Second, we investigated the role of servant leadership in job satisfaction of employees nested within managers. In hybrid work contexts, however, employees increasingly must collaborate with others outside their team or workgroup and their organization. Future research could examine how servant leaders take up their role to avoid siloing and act as bridge between teams and organizations to stimulate collaboration and open innovation (Edelbroek et al., 2019).

Third, although no differences across generations were found regarding the relationship between servant leadership and job satisfaction, possibly, servant leaders need to display different behaviors depending on the experience of younger and older generations in the organization. In hybrid work contexts, the role of servant leaders may be increasingly important, particularly during the onboarding processes (Bauer and Erdogan, 2011), focusing on compliance with rules and regulations, clarification of tasks, learning about organizational culture and making connections with others inside and outside the organization. The importance of onboarding in remote work contexts stresses the need for servant leaders to differentiate their behaviors, communication frequency and communication channels. Future research could focus on the role of servant leaders in relation to generations and age differences during onboarding processes.

Fourth, the cross-sectional nature of our data did not allow us to examine causality. Fifth, while overall the rwg(j) indices warranted aggregation of servant leadership, some groups of employees included in our sample lacked agreement or had low agreement on the servant leadership rating of their manager. Moreover, while within group agreement [rwg(j)] and the significant F-test of the ICC indices justified our consideration of servant leadership at both the individual and leader-level, the ICC(1) and ICC(2) values for servant leadership in our study were lower than those in other studies which included servant leadership at the group level (Hunter et al., 2013; Harju et al., 2018). While the ICC(2) value was likely lower due to the low number of average raters per group, the ICC(1) values do not vary across group size (Klein and Kozlowski, 2000). Although ICC(1) values of 0.10 to 0.25 indicate a medium effect and justify aggregation (LeBreton and Senter, 2008), it is surprising that the ICC(1) values in the present study were lower in comparison to other studies measuring servant leadership.

Sixth, based on post-hoc exploratory analyses of the servant leadership measure, we had to remove all three items belonging to the subdimension authenticity. This subdimension included items such as ‘my manager shows his/her true feelings towards his/her staff’. While we used a previously cross-culturally validated measure of servant leadership (Van Dierendonck et al., 2017), it might be that the COVID-19 pandemic and pursuant social distancing and work-from-home regulations stipulated by the government did not offer sufficient opportunity for managers to show authenticity across employees in the sample, which led to inconsistencies and loadings with items from other servant leadership dimensions. That is, not all managers may have felt comfortable sharing/showing feelings in a hybrid work environment. Hence, it is interesting to further explore the universal applicability of servant leadership dimensions in crisis contexts.

Seventh, although we did not consider changes in communication frequency across different communication channels over time, we presume face-to-face communication decreased due to lockdowns and governmental regulations stipulating employees to work at home when the situation allowed. However, it might be that for our particular sample of knowledge workers, face-to-face interaction and other types of interaction with one’s supervisor was relatively low before lockdowns and social distancing measures due to the relatively high levels of autonomy of knowledge workers. Hence, in future research it is interesting to examine whether communication frequency differentially affects job satisfaction of knowledge versus blue-collar workers and whether, if such differential effects exist, this can be explained by the autonomy one has in one’s job.

Finally, while it is not uncommon to examine communication frequency based on frequency with different types of communication channels, our study could have benefited from an approach which distinguishes between communication initiated by the employee versus that initiated by one’s supervisor (Kacmar et al., 2003), as the frequency with which one’s manager initiates interaction, particularly in unprecedented situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic, may play a role in an employee’s attitudinal responses in the workplace. In addition, future research could also benefit from considering the role of the length of communication across communication channels. Exchanging multiple text messages a day could be experienced differently from engaging in a 3-h videocall, as the latter may lead to ‘zoom-fatigue’ (Nesher Shoshan and Wehrt, 2022). On the other hand, exchanging text messages several times throughout a day could be experienced as distracting by some employees. Furthermore, in the present study, we did not consider how employees appraised the communication exchanges, which could be relevant for how satisfied they are with the work environment and the support received. In future research, the appraisal of the communication exchanges could also be considered.



Managerial implications

Aside from its theoretical contributions, our study provides guidance to practitioners in the field. Especially in light of organizations considering the adoption of a new hybrid model of working (Gratton, 2021), our study strongly advocates the use of servant leadership behaviors to foster job satisfaction in employees, in remote work contexts.

Rather than focussing on frequent communication, managers should focus on the need for synchronous versus asynchronous communication which may depend on the tasks at hand and personal needs of the employee and teams (Boell et al., 2016).

Servant leaders can help remote workers to adapt to their changing work context but at the same time should leave sufficient autonomy for them to shape their work in line with their preferences. This demands management training and coaching as well. Asynchronous communication can both empower employees and offer them the flexibility they need. As post-pandemic organizations are implementing hybrid remote work policies, communication expectations will become even more important as people navigate multiple working environments.
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Footnotes

1   Eighteen employees had tenure less than 1 year; after removing these respondents, there were 7 cases where only one employee filled in information about one’s manager, these cases were also removed. The sensitivity analyses were therefore performed among 248 employees nested in 82 managers.

2   Thirty-one employees belonged to the Baby Boom generation; after removing these respondents, there were 12 cases where only one employee filled in information about one’s manager, these cases were also removed. The sensitivity analyses were therefore performed among 230 employees nested in 77 managers.
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This study, with the aim to test theory in practice, used group concept mapping to develop a comprehensive conceptualization of middle managers’ leadership behaviors concerning digital transformation as a form of radical change. Participants were professionals in the largest public organization in the Netherlands (a police organization) who were dealing with digital transformation in their own practice and who enrolled in an education program on leadership and intelligence. Based on 94 unique statements, the participant-driven results revealed six thematically coherent clusters representing leadership skills and behaviors regarding improvement and results, digital technologies, cooperation, the self, change and ambivalence, and others. The stress value of 0.2234 indicated a good fit. Further analysis showed that clusters containing soft skills and people-oriented behaviors were considered the most important. These results can serve as input to support leadership development programs for middle managers to develop themselves into people-oriented, empowering leaders who can adapt their leadership approaches to fit and support change in general and technology-driven change in particular. Ultimately this will benefit their and their employees’ overall well-being at work. This study is the first to investigate middle managers’ leadership skills and behaviors in a large public organization that is entirely participant-driven.

KEYWORDS
 digital transformation, middle managers, leadership skills, leadership behavior, group concept mapping


1. Introduction

Affected by the increasing emergence and influence of technological innovation, digital transformation is a top priority for contemporary organizations as technology continues to shape personal and professional lives (Roblek et al., 2021; Volberda et al., 2021), driving technology-driven disruptive change (Verhoef et al., 2021; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022). People generally classify digital transformation as a radical change, like globalization and deregulation, since it is still a relatively new and rapidly evolving phenomenon whose full impact is not yet understood (Westerman et al., 2014; Christensen et al., 2015). Due to its imminent rise, many studies focus on digital transformation and leadership, exploring emergence-related challenges of strategic leadership (Vial, 2019; Kurzhals et al., 2020; Tetik, 2020). Since digital transformation is common in many organizations, it is increasingly evident that such leadership challenges are relevant across all management levels (Petry, 2018; Nadkarni and Prügl, 2021). This includes the middle management level, as middle managers are essential to leading and supporting organizational change (Vial, 2019; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022). Middle managers are charged with converting organizational strategies into daily practices, requiring in-depth knowledge of the organization and the connections that span its levels (Stoker, 2006). Once digitization deploys, they must facilitate its process while continuing to lead and manage a new digital organization (Klein, 2020). However, middle management has thus far received little attention (Nadkarni and Prügl, 2021) when it comes to conceptualizing leadership to oversee such transformations (Kaivo-Oja et al., 2017; Gfrerer et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2021).

Despite the importance discussed above, the influence of digital transformation on middle management leadership level remains underexplored (Nadkarni and Prügl, 2021; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022). To fill the gap in existing literature, Henderikx and Stoffers (2022) conducted a literature study into digital transformation and middle management leadership. They found that particularly soft skills and understanding the power of digital technology were becoming increasingly important. The present study builds on this literature study by testing theory in practice with the actual target group, the middle manager. The focus is determining which leadership skills or behaviors middle managers deem essential in light of the ongoing digitalization.

Generally, this is a difficult task due to the shortcomings of using either traditional quantitative or qualitative methods. However, group concept mapping (GCM) as a participant-driven mixed-methods approach, represents a potentially valuable concept. The participatory approach maximizes numerous knowledge sources (Trochim, 1989), by including the knowledge and ideas of stakeholders on multifaceted issues in a structured process. In addition, the approach fosters the effective realization of future interventions by engaging these stakeholders at an early stage. It is particularly effective when applied to complex, comprehensive topics, such as understanding social innovation leadership in universities (Milley and Szijarto, 2020) or digital transformation in SMEs from an ecosystemic viewpoint (Pelletier and Cloutier, 2019), because it enables a detailed overview of various components. In addition, based on a pooled analysis of 69 studies by Rosas and Kane (2012), GCM provides robust internal representational validity and effective sorting and ranking reliability estimates.

This article reports on a GCM study that offers a comprehensive conceptualization of relevant leadership behaviors and skills according to middle managers who were (and still are) dealing with digital transformation in their own practice at the time of the data collection. This study’s results deepen our understanding of this particular topic and supplement extant leadership research on radical change in general. First, we discuss the theoretical background, after which the research approach is outlined, and results from initial analyses are reported. The subsequent discussion section examines these results, highlighting their consequences. Lastly, limitations and potential topics for future research on to build are discussed.



2. Theoretical background


2.1. Middle management

From various studies across different industries, it is widely agreed that middle managers are important for the success of an organization (Engle et al., 2017; DeFilippis et al., 2022). They play a crucial role in instigating change across the organization by influencing the mentalities and reasoning of their employees, as highlighted by Reynders et al. (2020) and Tsuda and Sato (2020). Their function strongly influences the implementation of entire strategic directions, as Kieran et al. (2020) emphasized. The benefits of a clearer understanding of how middle managers affect organizational transformation have been increasingly highlighted in recent years (Reynders et al., 2020; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022; Van Doorn et al., 2022). Huy (2001, p. 73) characterizes middle managers as one level above line managers and two below the CEO. As opposed to senior managers’ goal- and policy-setting functions, middle managers ensure the strategic execution of operations (Reynders et al., 2020), including reacting to the rapid changes and complexities, digital ecosystems bring. To achieve proactive digital transformations, it is crucial to entrust important tasks to middle managers who understand international markets and directly engage with stakeholders like customers in the digital environment. This ensures effective collaboration throughout the process (Alieva and Powell, 2022). During such transformations, middle managers must cope with innovative cultures, internal knowledge absorption, dynamic external environments, and rapidly changing internal organizational identities (Volberda et al., 2021; Alieva and Powell, 2022). The purpose of middle managers requires rethinking that aligns with the evolving digital ecosystems (Volberda et al., 2021), whereby they support ongoing digitalization and ultimately manage and lead emerging digital organizations (Klein, 2020).



2.2. Leadership skills and behaviors and digital transformation

Due to the increased complexity that digital ecosystems bring, traditional leadership approaches do not suffice; leading, guiding, and managing during digital transformations require a reassessment of leadership skills, behaviors, and new understandings of leadership (Mirhosseini et al., 2020). Digitalization has indeed triggered new leadership paradigms like e-leadership and digital leadership, but these approaches generally focus on the digital workforce and the use of digital assets (Torre and Sarti, 2020; Araujo et al., 2021). Recent studies identify the importance of a shift from top-down leadership to people-oriented leadership approaches (Ready et al., 2020; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022). Studies that assess both leadership and digital transformations suggest a growing need for soft skills and behaviors (e.g., Klus and Müller, 2020; Ready et al., 2020; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022), in combination with digital intelligence (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Boughzala et al., 2020).


2.2.1. Soft skills

Soft skills are “personal attributes that enable someone to interact effectively and harmoniously with other people” (Oxford University Press, 2022), representing behaviors and attitudes that enable interactions with others relationally (Lista et al., 2022). They include emotions, values, and perspectives, which are challenging to share with and transfer to others (Badurdeen et al., 2010; Bauer et al., 2018). Emotions related to soft (leadership) skills were found to increase employee well-being (Inceoglu et al., 2018; Dong and Yan, 2022; Caniëls, 2023). Soft leadership behaviors that appear increasingly important are empathy, flexibility, adaptability, integrity, vulnerability, tolerance, and patience (Jakubik and Berazhny, 2017; Klus and Müller, 2020; Ready et al., 2020; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022).



2.2.2. Digital intelligence

The acquisition of digital intelligence involves the ability to read, modify, and interpret digital data, as well as to derive meaning and make informed decisions based on that data (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Boughzala et al., 2020; El Sawy et al., 2020). To succeed in their role both now and in the future, middle managers should possess digital intelligence. Employees with digital intelligence are not just skilled in using technology, but also possess a deep understanding of how it can improve operational efficiency and outcomes (Boughzala et al., 2020). By continuously updating their knowledge and skills related to digital technology, they are able to drive innovation in their organizations (Cortellazzo et al., 2019).



2.2.3. Additional skills and behaviors

Moving further into the digital age, it’s becoming increasingly clear that organizations need to be able to keep up with the rapid pace of technological change. To do so, employees must be prepared to adapt to new situations, be comfortable with ambiguity, and be willing to experiment and take risks which are typically skills and behaviors that belong to dealing with change (El Sawy et al., 2020). A recent literature study into digital transformation and leadership by Henderikx and Stoffers (2022) highlights that middle managers in particular must develop themselves as people-oriented, technically-minded, empowering leaders who are able to adjust their leadership approaches to fit the needs of the situation at hand.





3. Methods


3.1. Group concept mapping

GCM is a mixed-methods approach that allows gaining insights into a group’s understanding of multifaceted phenomena and discovering new meanings (Kane and Trochim, 2007). Rosas and Kane (2012), van Bon-Martens et al. (2014), Rosas and Ridings (2017), and Trochim and McLinden (2017) extensively described the method. Therefore, we will only provide a summary here. According to Trochim (1989), using participant-driven data, GCM creates visualizations representing a target group’s ideas and opinions. The process consists of five steps—preparation, generating statements, structuring statements, data analysis, and data interpretation (Figure 1).

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Schematic overview of Group Concept Mapping process. Based on Hagell et al. (2016).


Step 1 involves selecting participants and choosing a focus for the study. The researcher then formulates a focus prompt to guide the brainstorming phase and criteria for rating the statements. The rating criteria depend on the purpose of the study. During Step 2, the brainstorming phase, participants generate statements by completing the formulated focus prompt multiple times. The exercise ideally results in a varied, saturated set of statements that covers the focus of the study. A researcher typically edits the statements, checking for duplicates, split statements containing more than one thought and remove statements irrelevant to the study’s focus. An optimal set contains 80 to 100 statements (Trochim and McLinden, 2017).

During Step 3, the statements are sorted and rated. The participants sort the statements into piles with similar meaning or relevance and then label these piles. Restrictions on sorting include (1) a statement cannot be sorted into multiple piles, (2) more than one pile must be made, and (3) each pile must contain more than one statement. Jackson and Trochim (2002) recommend that a minimum of 10 sorters is needed, and Rosas and Kane (2012) suggest that 20 to 30 sorters is optimal. However, regardless of the number of sorters, a stress value—a fit indicator calculated using GCM software—between 0.205 and 0.365 indicates a good fit of the group concept mapping representation (Rosas and Kane, 2012). The rating of the statements occurs after sorting the statements generally using a Likert-type scale. Based on the rating criteria determined during Step 1, participants rate the statements in relation to each other.

During Step 4, data generated by the participants during Step 3 are analyzed with GCM software using multidimensional scaling (MDS) and hierarchical cluster analysis, resulting in 2-dimensional point and cluster maps. Points (i.e., statements) that are proximate on the map are sorted together more frequently, and vice versa (Trochim, 1989). Points grouped together represent clusters, and an iterative process, conducted by a researcher, determines the optimal amount of clusters with meaningful content. Lastly, during this step, average ratings of the statements from participants are combined with the generated point map and the cluster map, which results in layered versions of these maps. The layers represent participants’ average ratings of the statements in other words, how important they feel the cluster is. Overall, analysis in step 4 results in four interpretable visualizations—the point map, the cluster map, the point rating map, and the cluster rating map. Step 5 involves the interpretation of the data analyzed during Step 4.



3.2. Participants

Participants were professionals at the largest public organization in the Netherlands (a police organization) who were and still are dealing with digital transformation. They enrolled in an education program on leadership and intelligence to better understand leadership in the light of (digital) change. The program ran from March to December 2021. All 40 participants (11 female, 29 male, middle and higher management) were invited to contribute to the brainstorming task of the study, of whom 25 (6 female, 19 male) completed the task. Only middle managers (15 participants, 3 female, 12 male) were included during the sorting and rating task since they are the focus of this study.



3.3. Procedure

Participants were invited to participate in this study through the leadership course. Brainstorming, sorting, and rating tasks were completed online and were integrated into the study’s structure separately. The participants received an invitation which explained the data collection procedure. The invitation also emphasized that participation was voluntary and not conditional to completing the course. Before brainstorming using the online tool, participants were again informed that participation was voluntary and asked to give their informed consent if they decided to participate.

Within 2 weeks, the participants could generate statements based on a focus prompt—“Important leadership skills and behaviors in view of the ongoing digitalization of your work are or will be….” They also responded to questions about their gender and management level. After 2 weeks, the participants generated 87 statements. The researchers then edited the statements and removed redundant ones (Trochim, 1989), after which 61 remained. To ensure a varied and saturated set of statements, the researchers added 23 statements from literature on leadership behaviors and skills and digital transformation (see Appendix A), resulting in 94 statements available for sorting and rating.

After the brainstorming, the participants had 4 weeks to complete the sorting and rating tasks. The participants first sorted the statements into piles of similar meaning or relevance. Then they rated the statements according to their perceived importance compared to the other statements using a 5-point, Likert-type scale ranging from very unimportant to very important (5). Participants who completed less than 75% of the sorting and rating were excluded from the analysis (Schophuizen et al., 2018). After the participants completed these tasks, the researchers examined and selected the optimal number of cluster solutions supported by the online GCM tool. The aim was to achieve a cluster combination that best represented the data in combination with internal thematic cluster coherence. This process resulted in six interpretable clusters that were subsequently labeled with names representing their thematic content.




4. Results


4.1. Point map

Combining the final set of generated statements with additional statements from theory resulted in 94 unique statements. Figure 2 shows the point map of this set. Each statement can be identified by number (see Appendix A). The point map illustrates the relational structure of the statements based on participants’ input (Trochim and McLinden, 2017).
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FIGURE 2
 Point map of the 94 statements.


The GCM tool calculated the distance between points based on the bridging values of each point. A bridging value indicates the proximity of statements to each other and can range from zero to 1. Statements with lower bridging values have been sorted together in piles more often by participants and are therefore grouped together on the map, indicating a similar meaning or theme (Trochim and McLinden, 2017). The calculated stress value determined how well the visualization of the point map fits the data. Generally, stress values within the range of 0.205 to 0.365 are acceptable (Rosas and Kane, 2012). The average stress value was 0.2234 after 14 iterations, which suggests that the map is a good representation of the sorting data.



4.2. Cluster map

The point map in Figure 2 is the basis for the hierarchical cluster analysis. After considering multiple options, a six-cluster solution was selected as optimal. After the researchers investigated the cluster content, five statements were reassigned to neighboring clusters based on better conceptual fit (see Appendix A). This solution sorted the data best into interpretable and distinct clusters labeled according to leadership skills and behaviors, including improvement and results, digital technologies, cooperation, change and ambivalence, self, and others (Figure 3).
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FIGURE 3
 Cluster map of the 94 statements. Dots may represent multiple statements.


Each statement was assigned a bridging value, and the values were aggregated and averaged per cluster. When participants often sorted statements together, the mean bridging value of a cluster was low. Table 1 presents an overview of the number of statements per cluster and the average bridging value and range per cluster.



TABLE 1 Overview of cluster information.
[image: Table1]

The cluster with the greatest thematic coherence was Cluster 4, which contains leadership skills and behaviors regarding the self. The cluster with the lowest thematic coherence is Cluster 3, which contains skills and behaviors regarding cooperation.

Cluster 1 contains 10 statements related to leadership skills and behaviors regarding improvement and results which are important concepts with regard to organizational success. Improvement refers to the process of making something better, results refers to the outcomes of that process. Bridging values range from 0.39 to 0.65 (M = 0.54), suggesting the cluster is thematically coherent. The cluster contained one statement that was added from theory (see Appendix A), and one statement, “lead by results,” was moved from the neighboring Cluster 5 to this cluster for better conceptual fit. In addition to general behaviors and skills, such as “lead by results” and “focus on performance,” this cluster contains behaviors and skills that are typical in the context of digitalization, such as “being able to support online teams,” “stimulate remote working,” “taking opportunities to improve work,” and “evaluate digital work activities.”

Cluster 2 contains 17 statements on leadership skills and behaviors regarding digital technologies. This refers to knowledge about and the ability to effectively use digital technologies to lead and manage. The bridging values ranging from 0.29 to 0.72 (M = 0.49). Like Cluster 1, the bridging values indicate reasonable thematic coherence and sorter consensus. The cluster contains statements related to working with digital technologies (e.g., “being able to structure information using digital technologies”), awareness of digital technologies’ positive and negative issues (e.g., “monitoring online privacy and security”), and recognizing digital technologies’ potential and value (e.g., “being aware of the possibilities of informatics and robotics”).

Cluster 3 was the smallest, containing eight statements on leadership skills and behaviors regarding cooperation which refers to working together with others to achieve a common goal. Bridging values range from 0.62 to 1.00 (M = 0.86), suggesting a diverse cluster; participants sorted these statements inconsistently. Example statements include “encourage international cooperation” and “invest in external cooperation regarding surveillance in digital environments.” Two statements—“stimulate internal cooperation” and “foster interpersonal communication”—were moved from neighboring Cluster 6 to this cluster for improved conceptual fit.

Cluster 4, the largest, contains 29 statements on leadership skills and behaviors regarding the self. These statements are related to an individual leader’s personal development and growth which positively affect leadership. Thirteen statements were added from theory (see Appendix A). Bridging values range from 0.02 to 0.22 (M = 0.07), suggesting a very thematically coherent cluster; participants agreed greatly regarding which leadership skills and behaviors a middle manager should possess during ongoing digitalization. Examples include “authentic,” “inspiring,” “dedicated,” “good sense of ethics,” and “open to feedback.”

Cluster 5 contains 12 statements on leadership skills and behaviors regarding change and ambivalence. These are typically skills and behaviors that support effectively managing change and the uncertainty that often accompanies it and can help overcome resistance to change, build support for change, and create a positive environment for change. Four statements from theory were included (see Appendix A). Bridging values range from 0.07 to 0.36 (M = 0.20), which suggests a very coherent cluster. The skills and behaviors mentioned in the statements related to changing circumstances and innovation include “not afraid to fail,” “recognize opportunities,” “able to cope with resistance,” and “able to make quick decisions.”

Cluster 6, the second largest, includes 18 statements on leadership skills and behavior regarding others These statements center around a leader’s ability to effectively interact with and influence others and build strong relationships, motivate others, and create a positive work environment. Four were added from theory (see Appendix A). Bridging values range from 0.06 to 0.62 (M = 0.28), suggesting a moderately coherent cluster. Participants grouped these skills and behaviors because they involved dealing with others; they are about supporting employees at work regarding professional and personal development, including “empowering people” and “enthusing employees,” or about coping with others, including “communicating effectively” and “being sensitive to feelings.”



4.3. Point rating map

The point rating map is based on the point map described in 4.1 but includes the average ratings per statement. During rating, participants rated each statement based on perceived importance in relation to the other statements using a Likert-type scale. Colored stacks in Figure 4 represent the ratings; the higher the stack, the more important the participants perceived the statement.
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FIGURE 4
 Point rating map showing the average importance of the statements. Green dots represent the lowest-rated statements (less than 3.40; #11 [not visible, behind #14], 35, 39). Blue dots represent the highest-rated statements (greater than 4.53; #8, 31, 69).


Table 2 reports the three skills and behaviors participants considered least and most important. The least and most important skills appear in Cluster 4, which relates to the self.



TABLE 2 Lowest- and highest-rated statements regarding perceived importance.
[image: Table2]



4.4. Cluster rating map

The cluster rating map is also based on participants’ ratings of the statements but includes the average perceived importance ratings across all statements per cluster (Figure 5). The number of layers in a cluster indicates its perceived importance; the more layers, the more important participants perceived it.
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FIGURE 5
 Cluster rating map showing the average importance of the clusters.


Based on the layers, Clusters 4 and 6 were considered the most important, and Clusters 1 and 2 the least. This finding is supported by the average perceived importance ratings per cluster, reported in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Average ratings per cluster regarding importance.
[image: Table3]

Cluster 2, which contains skills and behaviors regarding digital technologies, has the lowest mean score, and Cluster 6, which relates to others, has the highest mean score.




5. Discussion


5.1. Reflection on the outcomes

Using group concept mapping, this study identified which leadership skills and behaviors are important to middle managers in the context of ongoing digitalization. Multiple studies suggest that middle managers in larger public organizations must focus on employees by supporting them through (digital) change (e.g., Petry, 2018; Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022). Since most leadership research does not assess middle managers, this study adds to the literature by assessing conceptions of middle managers’ leadership skills and behaviors in relation to digital transformation to deepen understanding of this topic and supplement extant leadership studies. In response to this gap in the literature, the objective was to identify which leadership skills and behaviors are considered necessary during ongoing digitalization, according to middle managers, the management layer that is essential to leading and supporting organizational change (Vial, 2019; Reynders et al., 2020).

The participant-driven results revealed six very to reasonably thematically coherent clusters. These clusters represent a broad array of leadership skills and behaviors primarily based on the statements generated and sorted by the participants of the study. The clusters cover leadership skills and behaviors regarding improvement and results, digital technologies, cooperation, self, change and ambivalence, and others. Subsequent ratings demonstrated that participants considered integrity, trust, and empowering people as the most important skills and behaviors. Humbleness, having knowledge of digital tools/assets/software/hardware, and investing in external cooperation regarding enforcement in digital environments were considered the least important. No skill or behavior was rated unimportant (less than 3 on a 1 to 5 point Likert scale). Connecting this finding to cluster levels, the middle managers rated the clusters of self and others as most important and digital technologies and improvement and results as least important.

It is surprising that the digital technologies cluster was rated least important, considering that middle managers are commonly tasked with facilitating digitalization and leading and managing a digitally transformed organization, as noted by Klein (2020) and Reynders et al. (2020). One explanation is that participants were middle managers who worked in a large (public) organization, in which, due to its size, middle managers are typically concerned with overseeing day-to-day operations. Consequently, they often delegate duties of specific expertise to specialized departments equipped with the necessary skills to implement new digital technologies in business processes (e.g., technical; Vaccaro et al., 2012). It is, therefore, less vital for middle managers working in large organizations to acquire particularly hard skills regarding digital technologies as it enables them to concentrate on their primary responsibilities while ensuring the organization keeps pace with digital advancements. This may be why they consider such skills less important compared to other skills and behaviors. Nonetheless, middle managers still play a vital role in digital transformation, bridging technical experts and the operational staff (Giauque, 2015). They are responsible for translating the implications of digital changes into actionable steps and guiding their teams through these transitions.

Clusters that contained soft skills, such as interactions that enable people-oriented skills and behaviors, were considered the most important. These results align with those from Henderikx and Stoffers (2022), who argue the need for soft skills as they are inherently human and complex to replicate through technological advancements and automation. Technology does not (yet) encompass human-like emotions, values or perspectives, which are at the heart of soft skills (Badurdeen et al., 2010; Bauer et al., 2018). For example, increasingly working with digital tools and working remotely has made soft skills such as empathy and clear communication vital in fostering effective collaboration (e.g., Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Klus and Müller, 2020). Also, digital transformation often involves frequent changes, the implementation of new technologies, and shifting priorities. Soft skills like adaptability and flexibility make it possible to embrace these changes, quickly learn new tools and processes, and navigate through uncertainty (e.g., Jakubik and Berazhny, 2017). Furthermore, as organizations undergo digital transformation, strong, soft skills to inspire and motivate employees and teams are essential (e.g., Ready et al., 2020). Overall, soft people-oriented skills are essential for building effective relationships, adapting to change, fostering innovation, and leading successful digital initiatives and teams (e.g., Lista et al., 2022). Therefore, the importance of nurturing and developing these soft skills alongside technological advancements should be recognized. Overall, we can conclude that what the middle managers in this study regard as relevant leadership behavior and skills is consistent with the findings of the literature study it is built on as well as consistent with other studies in this direction, for instance, from Jakubik and Berazhny (2017), Klus and Müller (2020), and Ready et al. (2020).

Enabling middle managers to develop themselves as people-oriented, technically minded, empowering leaders who can adapt their leadership to fit with changing (digital) circumstances is therefore essential. Especially as leadership behavior, precisely behavior related to soft skills positively impacts employee well-being (e.g., Inceoglu et al., 2018; Dong and Yan, 2022), even more so with the current increase of remote working (Caniëls, 2023). The development of soft skills in middle managers can be seamlessly incorporated into daily operations through the novel use of simulations related to social issues alongside habitual practice and reinforcement in real-life scenarios. These simulations can concurrently cultivate both soft skills—emphasizing societal and human aspects—and hard skills—focusing on technical and conceptual facets (Poisson-de Haro and Turgut, 2012). Managers should apply active listening, empathy, and effective communication during daily interactions, with simulations offering a safe environment for practice. A culture encouraging feedback and reflection can boost continuous learning (Tripathy, 2020). The necessity for such comprehensive skills development is paramount given middle managers’ crucial role, as it enhances team cohesion, improves decision-making, and ultimately propels organizational success.



5.2. Practical implications

Middle managers serve as a vital bridge between strategic and operational levels, managing the translation of strategies into actions and addressing immediate operational concerns (Ekaterini, 2011). This makes them indispensable to the smooth functioning of public organizations. Moreover, competition among experienced managers, uncertain economies, failures in public organizations, and rapidly changing demographics and digitalization requires developing talented, in-house employees to become effective leaders (Gusain, 2017; Holt et al., 2018). Creating effective leadership development strategies, especially in large public organizations, requires an in-depth understanding of the internal and external challenges that organizations experience (Moldoveanu and Narayandas, 2019). We advocate an approach in which top managers’ roles and attitudes align with enhancing structures and strategies essential to improving middle managers’ leadership development. This is especially true since management in large public organizations is hierarchical and formal. Also, identifying leadership requirements and allocating necessary (financial) resources for development is paramount. HR departments thus must facilitate and monitor the entire process, preferably data-driven.

Generally, an effective leadership development program includes a curriculum that focuses on teamwork, collaboration, and communication skills and emphasizes each potential talent’s unique personality Ideally, it should run for approximately 2 years, during which classroom and online learning should be alternated, in addition to daily practical experiences (Holt et al., 2018). A (scientifically substantiated) individual quick-scan leadership assessment tool, preferably designed as a “self-other” assessment (as a form of multi-source evaluation; Alexandru and Diana, 2015), could support such programs. This assessment tool can reinforce data-driven leadership development cycles in the organization by determining the starting point as well as monitoring individual (leadership) development progression (Vukotich, 2010). More specifically, in the context of this study, a leadership development program requires an understanding of the dynamic digital landscape and prioritization of soft skills. The program should focus on training middle managers in digital tools and technologies while enhancing their interpersonal skills for better team management. Interactive modules and experiential learning can support nurturing behaviors favorable to leading in a digital age. Using the increasing availability of online courses, social platforms, and learning tools. Both traditional education providers and new startups offer these resources. They are helping to better meet the needs of organizations, and individual learners. Moldoveanu and Narayandas (2019) provide a significant analysis of the diverse institutions operating within the realm of executive education. They posit that a new wave of competitors is surfacing as the demand escalates for executive education that is adaptable, monitorable, and demonstrably effective. Various institutions, including business schools, consultancies, corporate universities, and digital platforms, are all contending to offer skills development programs. Each of these institutions has unique strengths and limitations within this competitive landscape. Continuous evaluation and feedback are key to fine-tuning the program and ensuring its alignment with the evolving digital transformation landscape (e.g., Suksai et al., 2021). A tool like the aforementioned quick-scan leadership assessment tool could support this.



5.3. Limitations and future research

The present study primarily concentrated on digital transformation as a distinct form of radical change, explicitly emphasizing the experiences of professionals within the largest public organization in the Netherlands. These professionals were undergoing digital transformation and participating in an education program centered on leadership and intelligence. Although the sample size was limited, the stress values remained within acceptable bounds (Rosas and Kane, 2012), suggesting the results possess both validity and reliability. Nonetheless, further data collection and refinement of the conceptual framework are warranted.

A noteworthy aspect of digital transformation, which sets it apart from other organizational transformations, is the speed and scale of the change and the fact that technology is the driver of the change (Berman, 2012; Westerman et al., 2014; Raz and Barnes, 2018). These unique characteristics present middle managers with a distinct set of challenges as they must navigate the complexities of digital innovations and their implications for organizational processes, culture, and strategy (e.g., Schallmo et al., 2017; Klein, 2020). Consequently, it is essential for future research to explore the specific ways in which digital transformation differs from other types of organizational change and how these differences influence middle managers’ leadership skills and behaviors.

To bolster the external validity and applicability of the findings, future investigations should incorporate cross-sectional data from organizations of diverse sizes and sectors. Such an approach would yield valuable insights into how sector-specific challenges and dynamics impact middle managers’ leadership skills and behaviors during digital transformations. Moreover, researchers should examine additional demographic factors and sources of heterogeneity, including management layers, personal values, and individual personality traits, to comprehensively understand the interplay between these variables and leadership behaviors amid digital transformations. Given the aging demographic of the workforce in the Netherlands, it becomes increasingly important to concentrate on how these mature employees can enhance their digital and soft skills (Oude Mulders et al., 2020).

Future research should also consider the temporal dimension of digital transformations by employing longitudinal study designs. This approach would facilitate examining the evolution and interaction of middle managers’ leadership conceptualizations over time, shedding light on the trajectories of leadership development and adaptation in response to ongoing digital transformations (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018).

Additionally, it is crucial for future studies to explore the influence of organizational culture, communication channels, and decision-making processes on the success of digital transformation initiatives, as these factors may significantly contribute to the overall efficacy of middle managers’ leadership endeavors.

Lastly, future studies should investigate the role of context in shaping leadership skills and behaviors during digital transformations. By examining how various environmental factors—such as technological infrastructure, regulatory frameworks, and socio-cultural norms—affect the nature and outcomes of digital transformation efforts, researchers can elucidate the intricate interplay between leadership and digital transformation. This, in turn, would provide valuable insights for organizations navigating the disruptive changes brought about by digital transformations.



5.4. Conclusion

By using the group concept mapping method we were able to gain insight into which leadership skills and behaviors middle managers in practice consider important during ongoing digitalization. The results revealed six clusters covering an array of leadership skills and behaviors, with soft people-oriented skills being considered the most important. In combination with a growing number of—predominantly theoretical—studies on this topic, this participant-driven study, deepens our understanding of middle managers’ leadership skills and behaviors in relation to digital transformation and supplements extant leadership research on radical change in general. It also highlights the need for middle managers to develop these skills for instance, via a leadership development program. An effective leadership development program should prioritize soft skills development, focusing on teamwork, collaboration, communication skills, and individual personalities but also include understanding the dynamic digital landscape.
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Due to the rapid changes in today’s business world, leaders need to, more than ever, adequately and flexibly react to new and changing demands in the workplace. An instrument that captures adaptive leadership behavior is still missing, however. This study describes the development and validation of a concise and timely new leadership instrument, the Adaptive Leadership Behavior Scale (ALBS). Based on a thorough literature review, we developed 27 items as an initial item pool. We tested this set of items with leaders and followers in a pilot study to assess its relevancy and comprehensibility. In Study 1, a field study with 201 employees, we explored the internal structure of the initial item pool with a Principal Component Analysis (PCA). Based on the factor loadings resulting from a second PCA, we reduced the item pool, resulting in a 15-item scale for which we then assessed convergent and divergent validity. In Study 2, a field study with 311 employees, we replicated the findings of Study 1 and assessed additional convergent and divergent validity as well as the model fit with a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). In Study 3, a multi-source field study with 155 leader-follower dyads we replicated the CFA and additionally assessed criterion-related validity. Results show that the ALBS is a concise and valid instrument for assessing adaptive leadership behavior, thereby building the grounds to extend our understanding of antecedents, mechanisms and consequences of leadership in dynamic environments.
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Introduction

Today’s business world has changed rapidly. Exponential developments with regards to technology, digitalization and globalization provide an extremely challenging mix for organizations to stay competitive (Knights and McCabe, 2015; Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2017). Volatile, uncertain, complex and often ambiguous (in short: VUCA) circumstances require organizations to make decisions with a tremendous speed and to drive innovative business models (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2017). Particularly in times of crisis, these trends are accelerated as shown by the current COVID-19 pandemic. But also, previous crises (e.g., the financial and oil crisis, the burst of the dot-com bubble, or trade wars due to increasing globalization) increased pressure on organizations worldwide to find ways to adapt to new situations and to stay competitive in the market.

Especially during VUCA times, leaders play a key role in organizations (Kok and Van den Heuvel, 2019). Their ability to adequately and flexibly react to new and changing demands in the workplace, known as adaptive leadership behavior, is strongly needed to ensure organizational functioning. Adaptive leadership incorporates a leader “changing behavior(s) in appropriate ways as the situation changes” (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010, p. 1). Although many scholars have acknowledged the importance of adaptive leadership behavior in the workplace (e.g., Adams et al., 2013; Corazzini et al., 2015; Hlalele et al., 2015; Preece, 2016; Mugisha and Berg, 2017), the concept still needs further refinement, tangibility and, most importantly, empirical scrutiny (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). According to Yukl and Mahsud (2010, p. 81), “there is considerable ambiguity in the management and leadership literature about the nature of flexible leadership and how to assess it.” This critique is in line with the general call for more research on concrete leadership behaviors or ‘basic building blocks’ in order to come to a more nuanced theorizing and more actionable points for interventions in practice (Antonakis et al., 2011; van Quaquebeke and Epitropaki, 2018). Furthermore, existing instruments on adaptive behavior are not specific to leadership but rather focus on adaptive behavior in a broader sense, such as adaptive performance (e.g., Kröger and Staufenbiel, 2012) or individual adaptability (e.g., the I-Adapt Ployhart and Bliese, 2006). To address this gap, the current study presents a new, concise, tangible and behavior-oriented measure of adaptive leadership, the Adaptive Leadership Behavior Scale (ALBS).

Based on a thorough literature review, we provide a concrete and specific definition of adaptive leadership and present an instrument to measure adaptive leadership behavior. The instrument acknowledges four main aspects of adaptive leadership behavior: accurately perceiving situational demands, maintaining a toolbox of behavioral strategies, balancing opposing demands and appropriately and flexibly applying these behaviors. With three independent data sets, we validate this newly developed questionnaire to determine its psychometric properties as well as to provide evidence for construct and criterion-related validity. The availability of a new measure for adaptive leadership is important as it builds the ground for empirical research on the role and impact of adaptive leadership in organizations as well as for developing concrete action points for leadership programs and interventions.

The current paper contributes to leadership theory and practice in three important ways. First, by presenting a tangible, behavior-oriented measure of adaptive leadership, we answer the call for more research on concrete leadership behaviors rather than on abstract leadership styles (see e.g., van Quaquebeke and Epitropaki, 2018). By developing an instrument that targets concrete adaptive leadership behaviors that are key in VUCA environments, we contribute to the theoretical advancement of adaptive leadership theory in a meaningful way. So far, most previous work on adaptive leadership behavior is only theoretical and remains rather abstract, that is, specific leader behaviors have not been fully detailed yet (e.g., Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018). By presenting a concrete and straightforward measure to study adaptive leadership behavior in the field, we build the ground for future research and theory building on adaptive leadership. Second, by defining concrete aspects of adaptive leadership behavior, we also advance adaptive leadership theory and contribute to a better understanding of its potential nature and constituting aspects. By identifying and acknowledging four main aspects of adaptive leadership and testing its nomological network, we provide a clearer picture on the conceptual make-up of adaptive leadership and its constituting elements that contribute to the overarching construct. A better understanding of how adaptive leadership manifests in concrete behaviors and is related to convergent and divergent factors helps to advance conceptual clarity on a construct that has, to date, only been vaguely defined. Finally, by presenting a new behavior-oriented instrument of adaptive leadership and providing evidence on its criterion-related validity, we provide empirical evidence on its relevance for today’s workplaces. Being able to identify concrete adaptive leadership behaviors that are linked to beneficial organizational outcomes enables the creation of specific training interventions to help leaders widen their behavioral repertoire, help them to better identify the specific demands of different situations, strengthen their ability to flexibly react, and balance opposing demands in an appropriate way. In summary, this study helps organizations to make their leaders VUCA-capable (Sinar et al., 2014), thereby contributing to current and future organizational functioning in a meaningful way.


Adaptive leadership behavior then and now

Adaptive leadership has been a topic of scholarly interest for the last decade (e.g., Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; DeRue, 2011; Doyle, 2017; Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018). When taking a look back, research has come a long way from proposing a static, deterministic and top-down view of leadership to a more dynamic, interactive and developmental view. While in the 1940s, the trait approach to leadership dominated the field, proposing a list of traits that predict effective leadership behavior, in the 1970s, interest in situational theories of leadership, such as contingency theories, were of growing interest. Examples include the LPC Contingency Model (Fiedler, 1964), Path-Goal Theory (House and Mitchell, 1974) or Situational Leadership Theory (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977). Although these theories markedly advanced the field by acknowledging the importance of the situation, they have also been criticized for proposing a single optimal solution for a leader to act within a concrete situation. Critics argued for equifinality, stating that there can be more than one leadership behavior that is effective in a specific situation (McCall, 1977). Despite their promising propositions, interest in contingency and situational theories of leadership quickly declined as empirical support was lacking (Yukl, 2010). Amongst other reasons, this was because concrete and accurate measures that were needed to prove the theories’ assumptions were lacking and because many of the conducted studies relied on weak research designs (Korman and Tanofsky, 1975; Schriesheim and Kerr, 1977).

Another important aspect of adaptive leadership behavior is the acknowledgment of and reaction to different followers and their particular needs (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). Although past leadership theories like transformational, servant or authentic leadership also acknowledge the role of followers (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; Pant and Sinha, 2016), they have been criticized for failing “to capture the complexity of leadership processes in modern organizations” (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010, p. 83). For example, in today’s VUCA world, leadership behavior that aims to give concrete directions and convey an attractive vision of the future, as in transformational leadership, has only limited utility as it requires leaders to predict the future with a certain level of accuracy (Wanasika and Krahnke, 2018; Wong and Chan, 2018). Today’s constantly changing environment does not allow for this level of accuracy and rather calls for leadership behavior that continually adapts to the given circumstances and enables employees to cope with frequently changing situations (Heifetz et al., 2009). Thus, although previous leadership styles already consider interactions between leader and follower, they do not sufficiently consider the dynamics between situations, employees, and leaders’ behaviors and are therefore unsuitable for describing, understanding, and advancing leadership in a VUCA environment (Wheatley and Frieze, 2010; Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018; Wanasika and Krahnke, 2018).

In recent years, calls for new ways of leading that capture these dynamics have increased accordingly. Although the key objectives of effective leadership remain the same, e.g., to motivate followers to reach organizational goals, several scholars argued for the need to define leadership processes differently (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; DeRue, 2011; Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2017; Wanasika and Krahnke, 2018). The most popular theory within this approach is Complexity Leadership Theory (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2017, 2018). The theory conceptualizes leadership as a complex, interactive, dynamic system that enables employees to work, interact and connect with each other in ways that enable innovation, learning and novelty. Despite the value of these approaches and although we draw upon their idea that leadership should be viewed as a dynamic and adaptive process that accounts for the complexity in organizations (e.g., DeRue, 2011), we question their tangibility and utility for empirical research in their current form. For example, Complexity Leadership Theory proposes that leadership emerges from synergies between individual and collective interactions in a self-organizing system (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018; Wanasika and Krahnke, 2018), but it stays unclear what synergies between individual and collective interactions actually look like and how we can measure them, how leadership itself emerges and how all this translates into concrete behaviors. Unsurprisingly, empirical support for these complex and rather vague theoretical assumptions is still lacking (Tourish, 2019). Without a clearly defined construct and a common approach, leadership seems to become everything and nothing (DeRue, 2011, p. 131). As also in complex systems, formal leaders are part of today’s organizational structures, we explicitly only focus on concrete adaptive leadership behaviors as tangible, measurable, but yet central part of the aforementioned complex approaches. Adaptive leaders need to be able to adjust their behaviors flexibly to the situation, such as monitoring internal and external dynamics, deciding when to make strategic changes, relinquishing authority to others when required as well as being sensitive to the needs of subordinates (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010).

Building on previous models of adaptive leadership (e.g., Yukl and Mahsud, 2010), we propose that adaptive leadership behavior incorporates four main aspects: accurately perceiving situational demands, maintaining a toolbox of behavioral strategies, balancing opposing demands and appropriately and flexibly applying these behaviors. These four aspects are proposed to be equally relevant and necessary for adaptive leadership behavior, with some being more implicit (e.g., perceiving situational demands) but still equally relevant for adaptive leadership behavior. In the following, we describe how these four aspects collectively contribute to the holistic concept of adaptive leadership behavior.

Adaptive leaders need to be able to recognize adaptive pressures, that is, to understand situational demands (e.g., follower’s needs or environmental demands) in order to adjust their behavior accordingly (Kaplan and Kaiser, 2003; Baron et al., 2018). Accurately perceiving situational demands is important in order to correctly identify the relevant situational cues, such as different needs of customers and followers, and use them as informative basis for further action. This enables leaders to anticipate what is needed in a specific situation and how to appropriately react to it (Ployhart and Bliese, 2006). Situations may entail different types of challenges, for example, technical and adaptive challenges. Technical challenges or problems can be solved by existing expertise and by using rather traditional methods and organizational processes (e.g., if a production machine stops working, you can call a technical expert to fix the problem). When faced with adaptive challenges, such as unknown or not clearly defined problems, leaders cannot simply draw on prior knowledge, but need to come up with a new approach to solve the problem (Wong and Chan, 2018). Neither of the two types of challenges is easier to solve but they need to be tackled differently. In case of adaptive challenges, the most appropriate behavior varies from situation to situation. It could range from stepping back and letting the team take the lead (e.g., in the sense of shared leadership) to directing the team when no one knows how to proceed, or to balance opposing demands simultaneously (Wong and Chan, 2018). For both types of challenges, an accurate situational assessment also helps leaders to understand what their followers or stakeholders need so that the applied behavioral strategies become successful (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
Analysis of Hypothesis 5c. Figure illustrates interaction effect of time working together and adaptive leadership on leaders’ perceived employee effectiveness.


When leaders have assessed the demands of a specific situation, they have to decide how to react to them. For an adequate reaction, maintaining a variety of behavioral strategies from which the leader can chose is vital (Ployhart and Bliese, 2006). The broader the behavioral repertoire of leaders, the better they are able to select the best-fitting behavior to the situation at hand. Again, these behaviors can range from taking over control if needed (i.e., authoritarian leadership) to relinquishing authority to others when required (i.e., participative leadership). Other examples of behaviors could be to initiate change, to apply an active coping style when change occurs or to provide a vision on how to deal with changing requirements in the future. Thus, an adaptive leader has the option to choose from a variety of leadership behaviors and can potentially combine them in a way that it benefits the situation (Ployhart and Bliese, 2006).

Particularly in situations where the leader is confronted with opposing demands, the ability to balance those conflicting requirements is important for an appropriate behavioral reaction. In dynamic and complex environments, situations are often ambiguous and not easily solved by one clear cut solution. Instead, situational demands may seem incompatible, requiring an adaptive leader to somehow balance those opposing demands. Balancing opposing demands thus means to accept and acknowledge incompatible demands in order to react to them appropriately. An organization’s long-term success increasingly depends on the capability of addressing and integrating opposing demands at the same time (Smith and Tracey, 2016). For example, leaders need to balance short term and long term strategies that seem conflicting but are both equally relevant for reaching long-term success (e.g., Slawinski and Bansal, 2017), such as investing in innovations while making sure that the core business stays profitable (Svahn et al., 2017). Thus, both demands are important for an organization’s survival and consequently, leaders need to balance them effectively. This notion resembles the idea of paradoxical leadership behavior which is defined as “leader behaviors that are seemingly competing, yet interrelated, to meet competing workplace demands simultaneously and over time” (Zhang et al., 2015, p. 539). Previous research has evidenced that paradoxical leadership behavior is positively related to adaptive behavior (Zhang et al., 2015).

Ultimately, for adaptive leadership behavior to become successful, leaders have to apply the behaviors from their behavioral repertoire flexibly and appropriately. For this, adaptive leaders draw on all the aforementioned behaviors: accurately assessing the adaptive pressures of a situation helps leaders to understand the specific requirements of a certain situation. By maintaining a wide variety of behavioral strategies as well as by balancing opposing demands, they can select and apply the most appropriate behavior for the assessed situation which finally results in successful adaptive leadership behavior (Ployhart and Bliese, 2006; Yukl and Mahsud, 2010).

In summary, by truly understanding the situation at hand and by being able to selectively apply a broad variety of (opposing) behaviors, adaptive leaders have the necessary skills to respond in a flexible and appropriate manner (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). By flexibly adjusting their behavior according to the situation and necessities at hand, adaptive leaders are able to orchestrate their team through volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous times.



Overview of studies

In this paper, we present a concise, tangible, behavior-oriented instrument of adaptive leadership. Specifically, after generating an initial pool of items, we conducted a pilot study to verify whether our items are clear, comprehensible and relevant to our target group (i.e., leaders and followers). Then, in Study 1, we conducted a cross-sectional field study with 201 followers to explore the internal structure of our item pool with an Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and assessed the construct validity (i.e., convergent and divergent validity) of our instrument. In Study 2, a cross-sectional field study with 311 followers, we first tested whether we can replicate the internal structure of the instrument with an PCA. Additionally, we extended the test of the nomological network of adaptive leadership by including additional convergent and divergent constructs and assessed model fit with a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). In Study 3, a cross-sectional multi-source field study with 155 leader-follower dyads, we again aimed to replicate the internal factor structure of our instrument with a CFA and additionally assessed its criterion-related validity.



Measure development and item generation

To generate items for the Adaptive Leadership Behavior Scale, we followed the procedure recommended by Hinkin (1998). First, we thoroughly reviewed the literature to establish a theoretically sound and comprehensive definition of adaptive leadership behaviors (Hinkin, 1998). We reviewed articles dealing with adaptive leadership or related constructs such as flexible or agile leadership (e.g., Uhl-Bien and Marion, 2009; Hannah and Avolio, 2010; Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; DeRue, 2011; Head and Alford, 2015). Items were generated deductively by deriving short and simple statements that adequately represent the construct of adaptive leadership, including the four behaviors of accurately assessing situational needs, maintaining a toolbox of behavioral strategies, balancing of opposing demands and applying these behaviors appropriately and flexibly. Based on the literature review, an initial pool of 27 items was generated to assess adaptive leadership behavior as means to effectively lead in today’s VUCA world. For each of the four behaviors, we generated four to nine items. For perceiving situational demands, we developed six items (e.g., “My supervisor quickly grasps what kind of leadership behavior is optimal for a specific situation”). We propose that leaders are aware of situational requirements, are able to “read” situations and can draw meaningful conclusions from them. For maintaining a wide variety of behavioral strategies, eight items were developed that measured the extent of a leader’s behavioral repertoire and the behavioral options he/she has to react to different situations, employees or tasks. A sample item is “My supervisor possesses a wide variety of leadership behaviors he/she can selectively apply.” For the third behavior that emerged from the literature review, balancing of opposing demands, we developed four items. It entails the ability to balance and integrate divers or even opposing requirements as well as the ability to take different perspectives into account. A sample item is “My supervisor is able to balance opposite types of behavior (e.g., controlling vs. empowering) in a way that is appropriate for the situation.” For the appropriate and flexible application of behavior, we developed nine items. This behavior relates to the leaders’ ability to flexibly change behaviors and strategies according to the situation at hand rather than applying the same leadership style to any given situation, regardless of how appropriate it is. A sample item is “My supervisor adjusts his or her leadership behaviors to the demands of the specific situation.” For all four aspects of adaptive leadership, reversed-scored items were included to prevent response biases. Reversed-scored items improve scale validity by urging respondents to read the respective items more slowly and carefully before selecting a response (Józsa and Morgan, 2017). The usefulness of reversed-keyed items has been discussed controversially in the past as they can lead to method effects (Motl and Distefano, 2002). Weijters et al. (2013, p. 333) argue, however, that although method effects might occur, “it is better to be aware of them and to be able to take corrective action rather than to ignore them completely.”



Pilot test

After generating the initial pool of items, we tested (a) the comprehensibility and (b) the relevance of the developed items with a relevant target group (i.e., both leaders and followers) to check whether they understood the items well and found them representative of the construct. After introducing the study’s objective and definition of adaptive leadership behavior personally to the participants, they were given access to an online questionnaire featuring the initial item set. Three leaders and five followers rated the items on the two criteria on a 5-point Likert-type scale and were also asked to freely comment on the items. Two of the three leaders were male, one was female. They were between 30 and 50 years old with different levels of leadership experience. One of them had already 25 years of leadership experience, while the other two had 2–4 years of leadership experience. On average, the items were rated as very comprehensible (M = 4.0, SD = 1.4) and relevant (M = 4.5, SD = 0.9). In addition, five followers rated the questionnaire on both comprehensibility and relevance. Four of them were female, one was male and their age was between 27 and 35 years. They were in an active employment relationship for 2–5 years. On average, the items were rated as comprehensible (M = 3.8, SD = 1.4) and relevant (M = 3.8, SD = 1.3) for the described purpose. A few participants stated that some items were not easy to understand. We noticed that whenever items received slightly lower relevance ratings, these scores consistently appeared in combination with a reduced comprehensibility rating. Therefore, we decided to still include these items (partly with adjusted wording) in the validation study for empirical testing. Hence, we reworded four of the 27 items, including two reversed items, to make them more comprehensible.




Study 1

All studies were approved by the ethical committee of the authors’ home university (code to be depicted after publication). In the first study, we explored the internal structure of our initial item pool with a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and assessed convergent and divergent validity to test the nomological network of the developed instrument. To assess convergent and divergent validity, we identified other constructs that were expected to be substantially related to adaptive leadership behavior (convergent validity), and constructs that were expected not to relate to adaptive leadership (divergent validity). We only chose measures with good psychometric properties that are well established in the literature (Bühner, 2011). For testing convergent validity, we included cognitive flexibility and emotional intelligence in our survey. Cognitive flexibility includes “a person’s (a) awareness that in any given situation there are options and alternatives available, (b) willingness to be flexible and adapt to the situation, and (c) self-efficacy in being flexible” (Martin and Rubin, 1995, p. 623). Previous research has already shown a positive relationship between individuals’ adaptability and their cognitive flexibility (Hamtiaux and Houssemand, 2012). In line with this, we propose that cognitive flexibility and adaptive leadership behavior are positively and strongly related as acting and leading in an adaptive way is not possible without flexibility in thinking. Furthermore, emotional intelligence should show strong positive correlations with adaptive leadership behavior. Emotional intelligence is defined as “the subset of social intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions” (Salovey and Mayer, 1990, p. 189). It incorporates four dimensions: self-emotions appraisal (SEA), others-emotions appraisal (OEA), regulation of emotion (ROE) and use of emotion (UOE) (Law et al., 2004). We expect a conceptual overlap between the two sub-dimensions of emotional intelligence that target the appraisal and management of others’ emotions (i.e., OEA and ROE) and adaptive leadership behavior because adaptive leaders need to have a high awareness of their followers’ emotions to adequately react to their needs (Doyle, 2017). Without being sensitive to the emotions and needs of others, adaptive leaders will not be able to switch perspectives and use this information to adapt their behavior in an adequate way. In sum, we propose:







	

	
H1: Adaptive leadership behavior shows positive correlations to the convergent constructs (a) cognitive flexibility and (b) emotional intelligence.






For divergent validity, we included rigidity in the survey. Rigidity can be regarded as a construct opposite to adaptive leadership behavior as it is defined as “the tendency to develop and perseverate in particular cognitive or behavioral patterns, and such patterns being continuously employed in situations where the pattern is no longer effective” (Morris and Mansell, 2018, p. 3). Rigid persons are unable to deal with unstructured, unpredictable and complex situations where no clear or previously known solution can be applied. Hence, adaptation of behavior to frequently changing situations is not a behavior that rigid leaders would be able to exhibit (Steinmetz et al., 2011). Previous research has already shown that individual adaptability has a negative relationship with rigidity (Hamtiaux and Houssemand, 2012). Therefore, we expect higher levels of adaptive leadership behavior to be associated with lower levels of rigidity. In sum, this leads to the following hypothesis:







	

	
H2: Adaptive leadership behavior is negatively related to rigidity.







Method


Sample and procedure

Data was collected using Prolific,1 an online data collection platform. Recruitment via data collection services has been shown to be as representative and at least as reliable as data collection via more traditional methods such as standard internet samples (Paolacci and Chandler, 2014; Buhrmester et al., 2016). Participation requirements included being in an active employment relationship (full- or part-time), having a direct supervisor, and being fluent in English. On average, respondents needed 8 min to complete the questionnaire. As an incentive, participants received 0.99 pounds for their participation. Participation was voluntary and respondents were allowed to stop participation at any time. In total, 201 participants completed the study, 135 females and 66 males. The sample size is in line with the recommendation of Hinkin (1998) for scale development of having at least 150 respondents. Most respondents were either between 26 and 34 years (44.8%) or between 36 and 45 years old (23.4%). Half of the participants (49.3%) worked for their current supervisor for 1–3 years, 19.9% for less than a year, 13.9% for 4–6 years and 16.9% for more than 6 years.



Measures

All items in this study were formulated in English and all response scales ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The initial pool of 27 items was administered to measure adaptive leadership behavior. To assess construct validity, we used well established scales. If needed, we slightly adapted the selected scales to the business context so that all of them focused on the supervisor’s behavior. To measure cognitive flexibility, we used the 12-item Cognitive Flexibility Scale by Martin and Rubin (1995). A sample item is “I have the feeling that my supervisor is willing to work at creative solutions to problems.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89, 95% CI [0.87, 0.91] The two sub-scales of emotional intelligence others-emotions appraisal (OEA) and regulation of emotion (ROE) were assessed with the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) (Wong and Law, 2002). A sample item for OEA is “My supervisor is sensitive to the feelings and emotions of others.” A sample item for ROE is “My supervisor is able to control his/her temper so that he/she can handle difficulties rationally.” Cronbach’s Alpha for the two combined sub-scales was 0.94, 95% CI [0.92, 0.95].

To assess divergent validity, we used the 10 rigidity items of the CAT-PD-SF scale (v1.1) by Simms et al. (2011). A sample item of rigidity is “My supervisor finds it difficult to consider valid opinions that differ from his/her own.” Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.96, 95% CI [0.95, 0.97].




Results

To analyze the internal structure of the developed questionnaire, a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) with Oblimin Rotation was performed using SPSS version 25. The goal of a PCA is to explain the variance-covariance matrix of the observed variables by a smaller number of factors/components in order to describe and understand the relationships and underlying processes among observed variables (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). For our research purposes, we chose PCA in which no structure is imposed as this seemed most suitable when developing a new instrument.

First, and prior to conducting the PCA, we checked if the data was suitable for factor analysis. The correlation matrix produced many coefficients of 0.30 and above. This is a good indication that the sample is suitable for factor analysis because if correlations are too low (e.g., less than 0.30), variables are not sufficiently associated for the extraction of common factors (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value is an additional source to determine if a data set is factorable; it should be higher than the recommended value of 0.60 (Kaiser, 1970, 1974). The KMO value for this data set was 0.96 and hence factor analysis should be appropriate to extract distinct and reliable factors (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). Also, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) supported the suitability of the data set for factor analysis by reaching statistical significance (p < 0.001).

In a second step, we started to extract the factors using the raw item scores as we conducted the PCA based on the correlation matrix. The aim of PCA is to use as few factors as possible to describe the variance-covariance matrix of the observed variables. To define how many factors should be extracted, a combination of Kaiser’s K1 rule, scree plot and parallel analysis was used. The Kaiser’s K1 rule states that only factors with an eigenvalue of 1.0 or higher are retained to represent the data set with the least number of factors necessary (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2013). The PCA revealed a dominant first eigenvalue of 15.78 and two minor secondary factors with eigenvalues slightly higher than one (1.52 and 1.04), indicating a three-factor solution. As this technique may result in the extraction of too many factors (Pallant, 2013; Wood et al., 2015), we proceeded with the two additional tests. The scree plot confirmed the dominant first eigenvalue by a clear change of slope after the first component followed by a flat curve, indicating a one-factor solution. In addition, we ran the parallel analysis by Horn (1965), testing the probability that a factor is due to chance (Wood et al., 2015), which led to acceptance of the first factor. As parallel analysis is one of the most accurate approaches in identifying the adequate number of factors (Zwick and Velicer, 1986; Hubbard and Allen, 1987; Bühner, 2011; Wood et al., 2015) and the scree plot also confirmed this result while the dominant eigenvalue also pointed in this direction, we decided to retain one factor. Therefore, following the recommendations by Pallant (2013), we repeated the PCA with one fixed factor only instead of random factors. This one-factor solution explained 58.44% of the variance. Due to the one-factor solution, Oblimin rotation could not be applied.

Based on the results of this second PCA with one fixed factor, we checked whether the length of the scale could be shortened to minimize response biases caused by boredom and fatigue (Schriesheim and Eisenbach, 1990), to maximize parsimony (Thurstone, 1947), and to create an economic scale. To reduce the initial 27 items, we selected items based on a combination of criteria, such as their factor loadings being equal to or over 0.80 (Yong and Pearce, 2013), their clarity and comprehensibility, and (across items) their ability to cover the content breadth of adaptive leadership behavior [each dimension is covered with one (maintaining a toolbox of behavioral strategies) to six (appropriate and flexible application) items], resulting in a selection of 15 items (see Table 1).


TABLE 1    Results of Principal Component Analysis Study 1: Adaptive Leadership Behavior Scale (ALBS).
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Construct validity

In line with Hypothesis 1, both convergent constructs, cognitive flexibility (r = 0.88, p < 0.001) and emotional intelligence (r = 0.81, p < 0.001), were strongly positively related to adaptive leadership behavior. Hypothesis 2 was also confirmed as rigidity was strongly negatively related to adaptive leadership behavior (r = −0.68, p < 0.001).

Taken together, the results of Study 1 revealed a clear one-factor solution of the ALBS with good psychometric properties. Strong positive relationships with convergent constructs as well as a strong negative relationship with a divergent construct indicate a high degree of construct validity. To confirm the factor structure and further test its psychometric properties and construct validity, we tested the 15-item ALBS in a second sample in Study 2.



Common method bias

As with all data coming from the same method, there is the potential for the occurrence of common method biases. This means the estimated strength of relationships among the constructs of interest might be inflated in a systematic way due to sharing the same method (i.e., a self-report survey) (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Therefore, we followed the recommendation of Podsakoff et al. (2003) to control for common method bias in a statistical way (see Supplementary Table 2). We used Mplus to model and control for a method factor in addition to our variables of interest. For doing this, we fitted a model with three factors. The first factor represented adaptive leadership behavior. The second factor represented a construct which does not play a role in the research question of Study 1, but was collected with the same methodology (i.e., authentic leadership). This was done to isolate the potential bias caused by the method itself rather than the content of the variables involved. Most importantly, however, the items of both constructs can be suspected to be susceptible to the same method bias. In addition, we created a third factor, the method factor, letting all items load on this factor. We allowed the two construct factors to correlate but neither of them was allowed to correlate with the method factor. Finally, we regressed the first factor, representing adaptive leadership behavior, on the convergent or divergent construct which was proposed to correlate with adaptive leadership behavior. With this approach, it is possible to remove common method bias from the relationship of interest (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The standardized model results showed that both cognitive flexibility (estimate = 0.66, p < 0.001) and emotional intelligence (estimate = 0.49, p < 0.001) as well as rigidity (estimate = −0.21, p = 0.001) remained significantly related to adaptive leadership behavior after controlling for common method bias.





Study 2

While the aim of Study 1 was to explore the internal structure of the initial item pool, to reduce items, as well as to assess convergent and divergent validity, the aim of Study 2 was to confirm the factor structure with a PCA and to analyze additional convergent and divergent constructs to extend the test of the nomological network. In a second step, we tested the model fit of the one-factor model structure resulting from the PCA by means of a CFA. Here, we included the final one-factor model to analyze the model fit.

In addition to cognitive flexibility and emotional intelligence, we now tested three leadership constructs that we expect to be conceptually related to adaptive leadership behavior (e.g., authentic leadership, transformational leadership and servant leadership). Authentic leadership is defined by Walumbwa et al. (2008, p. 94) as leadership behavior that uses and promotes positive psychological skills as well as a positive ethical climate. Based on that, authentic leaders promote greater self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, a balanced processing of information and relational transparency when working with followers in order to foster positive self-development. Transformational leadership is a leadership approach where the leader aims to transform and motivate followers by providing an inspiring vision of the company and encourages employees to look beyond their individual interest in order to contribute to the greater good and mission of the organization. A transformational leader challenges individual assumptions but also acts as mentor or coach to followers (Bass, 1990). According to Bass and Avolio (1994), transformational leadership consists of the following four dimensions: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, individual consideration. Servant leaders are characterized by putting their own interests and needs behind those of their followers in order to support them to pursue a successful career (Greenleaf, 2007). We expect the three leadership styles to be positively related to adaptive leadership behavior as they share the idea that acting in line with follower’s needs is important for their development, job performance and motivation. Even though these leadership styles do not focus explicitly on adaptive leadership behavior, all of them acknowledge the importance for leaders to adapt their behavior to some extent and to consider followers’ perspectives in order to lead successfully (e.g., Ilies et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2017). However, adaptive leadership behavior also differs in that it not only includes reacting to follower’s needs but also to situational demands. Only in combination, these two main aspects make adaptive leadership behavior successful. In sum, we hypothesize the following:







	

	
H3: Adaptive leadership behavior shows high construct validity by showing positive relations to the convergent constructs (a) authentic leadership, (b) transformational leadership and (c) servant leadership.






To assess divergent validity, we included two leadership styles, laissez-fair leadership and directive leadership, in addition to rigidity. In laissez-fair leadership, leaders do not interact with followers, avoid making decisions, and refrain from providing followers with feedback or rewards (Antonakis et al., 2003). Followers’ needs are neither recognized nor satisfied (Skogstad et al., 2007). This is not in line with adaptive leadership behavior where variability in leadership behavior and interactions between followers and leaders stand central (DeRue, 2011). Since not leading at all may, in some situations, still be adaptive, we, however do not expect a negative relationship between the two constructs, but rather a weak one. Directive leadership mainly includes that leaders use their position power to instruct their followers, give them commands and assign goals without involving them (Pearce and Sims, 2002). Again, this behavior may in some instances be adaptive, but is, overall, not in line with adaptive leadership behavior. While directive leadership assumes that the leader always knows the right way to act and should give commands accordingly, adaptive leaders rather try to provide orientation in a complex world and are willing to step back and let the team take the lead, whenever the situation calls for it. In summary, we propose that these divergent constructs are weakly related to adaptive leadership behavior:







	

	
H4: Adaptive leadership behavior shows high construct validity by showing weak relations to the divergent constructs (a) laissez-fair leadership and (b) directive leadership.







Method


Sample and procedure

For the second study, data was again collected via the online data collection platform Prolific to reach a diverse sample. The requirements to take part in the study were the same as in Study 1 (i.e., being in an active employment relationship, having a direct supervisor and being fluent in English). The average response time was 20 min. As an incentive, participants received 2.32 pounds for their participation. Participation was voluntary and respondents were allowed to stop participation at any time.

In total, 345 participants completed the questionnaire. Due to too many missing values, 34 participants were excluded from the analysis, resulting in a final sample of 311 respondents. The sample comprised 200 females and 110 males, one person did not report their gender. The majority of respondents was between 24 and 35 years old (52.7%). Many participants (42.4%) worked for their current supervisor for 1–3 years, 25.1% for less than a year, 19.6% for 4–6 years and 12.9% for more than 6 years. Participants worked in a variety of branches, such as financial and business services, healthcare, civil services, engineering and consulting or IT.



Measures

Similar to the first study, all items were in English and rated on 5-point Likert type scales. For construct validity, we again used well-established scales and adapted some items to the business context and/or to the followers’ perspective. To measure authentic leadership behavior, we used the Authentic Leadership Inventory (ALI) by Neider and Schriesheim (2011). A sample item is “My supervisor shows consistency between his/her beliefs and actions.” Cronbach’s Alpha of this scale was 0.95 (95% CI [0.94, 0.95]). Transformational leadership was assessed the shortened form of the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ; Bass and Avolio, 1992) (Form 6S) to measure the four sub-dimensions of transformational leadership. A sample item is “My supervisor expresses with a few simple words what we could and should do.” Cronbach’s Alpha for transformational leadership was 0.95 (95% CI [0.95, 0.96]). We assessed servant leadership with the 28-item Servant Leadership Scale by Liden et al. (2015). A sample items is “My supervisor is interested in making sure that I achieve my career goals.” Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.97 (95% CI [0.96, 0.97]).

In Study 2, Cronbach’s Alpha for rigidity was 0.96 (95% CI [0.95, 0.97]). To further assess divergent validity, we used the respective items of the MLQ Form 6S (Bass and Avolio, 1992) to assess laissez-faire leadership. A sample item of laissez-faire leadership is “Whatever others want to do is O.K. with my supervisor.” Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.67 (95% CI [0.60, 0.73]). To measure directive leadership, we used six items of the Leader Behavior Items created by Pearce and Sims (2002). A sample item is “My supervisor gives me instructions about how to do my work.” Cronbach’s Alpha for this scale was 0.87 (95% CI [0.84, 0.89]).




Results

In a first step, we conducted a PCA to analyze and confirm the factor structure of the selected 15 items based on Study 1. Results of parallel analysis, the scree plot and the initial eigenvalues (Component 1 = 10.17, Component 2 = 0.61) revealed a clear one-factor solution. The one-factor solution explained 67.80% of the variance and the scale showed high internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.97; 95% CI [0.96, 0.97]). All 15 items loaded strongly on this factor, with factor loadings ranging from 0.78 to 0.87 (see Table 2). Therefore, we decided to keep all 15 items in the scale.


TABLE 2    Results of Principal Component Analysis Study 2: Adaptive Leadership Behavior Scale (ALBS).
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In a next step, we assessed the model fit of the one-factor structure resulting from the PCA with a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) using Mplus 8, Version 1.8.6 (1). As our data did not follow a normal distribution, we used the conventional robust SE estimator (MLM) as estimation technique (Lai, 2018). We used different fit indices to assess model fit, such as the chi-square test of model fit (χ2), comparative fit index (CFI), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR). The result of the chi-square test was χ2 (df = 105, N = 311) = 2770.571 (p < 0.001), suggesting that the fit of the data to the hypothesized model is not perfect. However, the chi-square test is known as a very sensitive fit index, especially to the sample size, and therefore other fit indices are analyzed as well (Byrne, 2013). The one-factor model yielded an acceptable fit according to CFI (0.98) and SRMR (0.03) values. With a RMSEA estimate of 0.04 (95% CI [0.03, 0.06]; RMSEA p-value < 0.817), the RMSEA suggested a moderate fit. The standardized factor loadings ranged from 0.76 to 0.87 (see Supplementary Table 1). In summary, our results confirm an acceptable fit to the one-factor solution to the data.

Lastly, we computed and compared omega-hierarchical values for the general factor adaptive leadership (ωH = 0.97) as well as for a general factor of adaptive leadership behavior with four sub-factors relating to the four aspects of adaptive leadership behavior (ωH = 0.96). Both results further support the unidimensionality of the scale.


Construct validity

In line with Hypothesis 3, adaptive leadership behavior correlated positively with additional convergent constructs, namely authentic leadership (r = 0.84, p < 0.001), transformational leadership (r = 0.81, p < 0.001), and servant leadership (r = 0.79 p < 0.001). Supporting Hypothesis 4, rigidity was again strongly negatively correlated (r = −0.66, p < 0.001) to adaptive leadership. Directive leadership (r = 0.28, p < 0.001) and laissez-faire leadership (r = 0.29, p < 0.001) showed moderate correlations to adaptive leadership behavior, thus lending tentative support for Hypothesis 4.



Common method bias

Similarly to Study 1, we again tested the relationship between adaptive leadership and both convergent and divergent constructs for common method effects (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The relationship of adaptive leadership with authentic leadership (estimate = 0.73, p < 0.001), transformational leadership (estimate = 0.68, p < 0.001), as well as servant leadership (estimate = 0.62, p < 0.001) remained significant after controlling for a method factor (i.e., by using conscientiousness as unrelated variable to the research question of Study 2 but collected with the same methodology). Also, the relationship between adaptive leadership and rigidity still showed a significant, negative relationship (estimate = −0.38, p < 0.001). Similarly, the relationship between adaptive leadership and directive leadership (estimate = 0.12, p = 0.024) or laissez-faire leadership (estimate = 0.24, p < 0.001) remained significant after correcting for common method bias.





Study 3

In Study 3, our goal was to confirm the model fit of the one-factor structure of the ALBS with an independent sample using CFA and additionally assess its criterion-related validity. To assess criterion-related validity, we included different outcome variables that have been used for previous scale validations in leadership research (e.g., Kalshoven et al., 2011) and/or that seemed to be relevant for adaptive leadership behavior. Thus, we included perceived leader effectiveness (follower rated), job satisfaction (follower rated), perceived employee effectiveness (leader rated) and an indicator of leader’s wellbeing, irritability (leader rated), as criteria in our study.

Adaptive leaders do not only react to upcoming situational demands but also adapt to the daily needs, experiences or skill levels of their employees (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). When employees feel that their leader understands and truly cares for their individual needs and adapts their behavior according to the situation, followers’ job satisfaction and their perception of leadership effectiveness should be higher as well. Similarly, by truly understanding a follower’s needs and the situation at hand, leadership behavior can be adapted more specifically to those needs and hence support the employee in the best possible way, thus, increasing employee effectiveness.

In addition to positive outcomes for followers, adaptive leadership may also benefit leaders themselves. We propose that by adjusting their leadership behavior to the demands of a specific situation, a leader’s wellbeing is enhanced (e.g., is related to lower cognitive and emotional irritation). This assumption is based on fit theory that proposes that people thrive to fit the environment because they aim for a maximum consistency among the environment as well as both own and other people’s behaviors (Vianen, 2018).

Summed up, we propose that adaptive leadership behavior contributes positively to followers’ job satisfaction, leader and follower effectiveness and higher leader wellbeing (i.e., less irritation) by flexibly adjusting to what employees or situational demands require.







	

	
H5: Adaptive leadership behavior is positively related to (a) follower’s job satisfaction, (b) followers’ perceived leader effectiveness, (c) leaders’ perceived employee effectiveness and (d) leaders’ wellbeing.







Method


Sample and procedure

Study 3 was a cross-sectional multi-source study with 155 leader-follower dyads in Germany. We recruited dyads via social media platforms such as LinkedIn, Xing or Facebook, by directly approaching employees of multiple organizations or via personal networks. Participants did not receive any incentive besides a summary report of the overall research results. The only inclusion criteria that we applied were being in an active employment relationship, having a direct supervisor or follower as well as being fluent in German.

Overall, 245 leader-follower dyads were initially registered to take part in the study, of which 197 leaders and 218 followers filled in the survey. Participants whose partners did not complete the questionnaire or who discontinued to fill in the survey themselves were excluded from the analysis, resulting in a final sample of 155 complete dyads. The average age of leaders was 44 years (M = 44.2, SD = 11.2). On average, they were responsible for 21 employees (M = 20.7, SD = 57.6) and worked 45 h per week (M = 45.0, SD = 11.8).

On average, employees were 35 years old (M = 34.6, SD = 11.7) and worked for 15 years (M = 14.7, SD = 12.7). Many of the participants (41.3%) worked for five or more years together with their current leader (M = 5.7, SD = 6.2). The majority of participants (73.5%) stated that they worked together with their leader on a daily basis, 18.1% on a weekly basis and 8.3% saw their supervisor once a month or less.



Measures

As data collection took place in Germany, we translated the English items into German following the guidelines by Brislin (1970) if no German version of a scale was available. In that case, one bilingual person was briefly introduced to the concepts and translated the original questionnaire from English to German. Next, the German version was back-translated to English by another, independent bilingual translator. This final translation was then jointly discussed between the native speakers to reach consensus and make adjustments to the German version if necessary. The translation process was reviewed afterward to make sure that the content and meaning of the translated version remained unchanged.

All items except the one for job satisfaction were assessed on a Likert type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). To measure perceived employee effectiveness, we used two items from Kalshoven et al. (2011). The first item is “How effective is the employee in his/her daily work?” and the second item is “To what extent is the overall functioning of the employee satisfactory?” Perceived leader effectiveness was measured with four items developed by Bass and Avolio (1995) and translated by Felfe (2006). A sample item is “My supervisor ensures satisfaction through his/her leadership behavior.” Job satisfaction was measured with the item “How satisfied are you with your work in general?” using a 5-point Kunin-scale (Wanous et al., 1997; Franke and Felfe, 2008). Leader’s irritability was measured with the irritation scale by Mohr et al. (2007). Three items measure cognitive irritation, an indicator of job-specific stress (e.g., “Even at home I often think of my problems at work”) while four items measure emotional irritation, an indicator of social stress (e.g., “I get grumpy when others approach me”).




Results

Results of the CFA for the one-factor solution of the ALBS showed that the data fits the one-factor model well. Descriptive statistics and correlations are depicted in Table 3. For this sample, fit indices were: χ2 (df = 105, N = 155) = 1401.303 (p < 0.001), CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.07 (95% CI [0.06, 0.09], RMSEA p-value = 0.02), SRMR = 0.04. The standardized factor loadings ranged from 0.64 to 0.85 (see Supplementary Table 2). Most, but not all, factor loadings are comparable to those of Study 2.2


TABLE 3    Descriptive statistics and correlations for variables in Study 3.
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Criterion-related validity

Results showed that adaptive leadership behavior and follower’s job satisfaction were significantly related (r = 0.16, p = 0.050), supporting Hypothesis 5a.

In addition, adaptive leadership behavior showed a high positive correlation with perceived leader effectiveness (r = 0.78, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 5b. However, the results did not show a significant relation between adaptive leadership behavior and perceived employee effectiveness (r = 0.08, p = 0.304), thus Hypothesis 5c was not supported. Finally, adaptive leadership behavior was only marginally related to irritability (r = −0.14, p = 0.107), thus, tentatively supporting Hypothesis 5d.



Supplementary analysis

Our findings did not support Hypothesis 5c, that adaptive leadership behavior is positively related to a higher perception of employee effectiveness. However, we wanted to explore further if the length of the leader-follower working relationship impacts this relationship. We suspected that the time leaders and their followers have been working together might moderate the relationship between adaptive leadership behavior and leaders’ perceived employee effectiveness. Results showed that the interaction effect between adaptive leadership behavior and length of the working relationship on perceived employee effectiveness was significant. While the relationship between adaptive leadership and leaders’ perceived employee effectiveness was significant when leaders worked with their follower for a longer amount of time (B = 0.16, p < = 0.016), it was not significant when leaders had worked with their follower for a shorter amount of time (B = −0.09, p < = 0.173) (see Figure 1).





General discussion

Adaptive leadership is a construct that has received considerable attention in the past years. Its important role for organizational functioning in today’s VUCA world is undisputed. However, the concept still needs further refinement, tangibility and empirical scrutiny (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). Therefore, the purpose of our study was to develop a concise, behavior-oriented instrument for adaptive leadership and establish empirical support for its relevance in today’s workplaces. We validated this newly developed instrument with three independent data sets in order to determine its psychometric properties as well as evidence for both construct (i.e., convergent and divergent validity) and criterion-related validity. Establishing a new measure for adaptive leadership is important as it builds the ground for further empirical research on the role and impact of adaptive leadership in organizations as well as for developing concrete action points for leadership programs and interventions.


Construct validity

Based on a thorough literature review, we defined four defining behaviors that constitute the construct of adaptive leadership. Results of all PCAs show a clear one-factor solution, hence the four behaviors do not seem to represent distinct factors but rather highly interrelated facets of the same one-dimensional construct. The fit indices of the CFA attest an acceptable fit to the data, supporting the one-factor solution.

In addition, we found positive correlations among the ALBS and proposed convergent constructs such as cognitive flexibility, emotional intelligence, authentic leadership, transformational leadership and servant leadership. Thus, the ALBS relates to constructs that share a certain conceptual overlap although being sufficiently distinct. Also, we were able to show discriminant validity as adaptive leadership behavior had negative or no significant relationships to divergent constructs such as rigidity and laissez-faire leadership and directive leadership, respectively.

After correcting for common method bias, results showed a decrease in the estimated strength of relationships between adaptive leadership and convergent as well as divergent constructs. However, for both convergent and divergent constructs, the relationships still remained significant. This suggests that the estimated strength of relationships might have been inflated to some extent, due to the common method used to assess the construct variables (i.e., by means of a self-report survey). It must be noted, however, that this likely also applies to the reported relationships for convergent/divergent constructs in other scale validation studies (in the field of leadership).



Criterion-related validity

Our results show support for criterion-related validity of the ALBS. In line with previous research, we decided to select three outcome variables that have already been used in other leadership scale development and validation papers (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; Kalshoven et al., 2011). As proposed, we found significant positive relationships between adaptive leadership behavior and perceived leadership effectiveness as well as follower’s job satisfaction. Thus, the more adaptive leadership behavior is shown, the more effective do followers perceive their supervisor’s leadership behavior. Also, the more adaptability the supervisor shows in their leadership behavior, the higher the followers’ job satisfaction. Both outcomes as well as adaptive leadership behavior have been assessed by followers. Hence, common source bias might have affected these results (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Spector, 2019). Therefore, we also included outcome variables that were rated by the leader such as perceived employee effectiveness and leader’s irritability. As results show, the effect of adaptive leadership behavior on perceived employee effectiveness was not significant. As a supplementary analysis revealed, however, when leader and follower had been working together for a longer time, adaptive leadership was significantly related to leaders’ perception of their employee’s effectiveness. One explanation may be that the longer leaders know their employee, the better they understand and anticipate their needs, thus, being better able to adapt accordingly. When leaders adapt their behavior to the followers’ needs, employees are supported in the best possible way and, consequently, are able to perform more effectively (Meglino, 1998; De Vries and Florent-Treacy, 2002; Oh et al., 2020). Although this post hoc explanation could be supported in our study, future research should confirm this finding with additional samples. Finally, we extended previous research with a less common outcome variable in scale development papers as it seemed to be a relevant outcome variable of adaptive leadership behavior in dynamic environments. Our findings tentatively supported our assumption that more adaptive leadership behavior is related to lower levels of leaders’ irritability. Hence, it seems that adaptive leadership behavior has a positive effect on the wellbeing of leaders themselves. This is not surprising as work strain usually results from the interplay of personal and environmental characteristic (Huang and Simha, 2018). Once a leader acts in congruence with the needs of the environment and those of the employees, positive outcomes as well as psychological wellbeing may result (Edwards et al., 1998; Lee and Antonakis, 2014). In summary, the ALBS shows good criterion-related validity. Future research may build on these findings and test further outcome variables of adaptive leadership behavior to support its important role for organizational functioning.



Strengths, limitations and suggestions for future research

The current study has several strengths. The newly developed instrument has been developed based on an extensive literature review and was validated with three independent, diverse data sets that each had a relatively large sample size. For the whole scale development and validation process, we followed the recommended steps by Hinkin (1998) and assessed both construct as well as criterion-related validity. The factor structure and model fit was re-tested and confirmed in independent samples (Hinkin, 1998). To assess criterion-related validity, we did not only include follower ratings but also ratings from leaders themselves (e.g., relating adaptive leadership behavior rated by followers and leader’s irritability rated by leaders) to reduce common source effects (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Nevertheless, there are also limitations and recommendations for future research. Scale development is a continuous process and this paper only represents an initial step in the validation process of the ALBS. Additional research is needed to further assess the validity of the newly developed instrument within different contexts and cultures. Also, this research relies on subjective ratings of leader’s or follower’s rather than on objective performance measures which is a well-known limitation of survey research (Kaiser et al., 2008; Yukl, 2010). Especially in Study 1 and 2, common source effects might have inflated the results as we relied exclusively on single source ratings here. However, when making this decision, we carefully considered what would be the most suitable perspective for an accurate assessment of the observed variables in our initial studies. Since followers are the recipients of leadership behavior, it is logical that their perspective allows them to assess it best. In Study 3, we included both self- and other-ratings, to circumvent potential common source effects and investigate the criterion-related validity with different sources. Future research should use a multi-source design to extend the present study. From our perspective, it might be very interesting to see, for example, how self- and other-ratings differ in regard to adaptive leadership behavior. It might be that leaders provide more accurate or comprehensive ratings of their adaptive behavior because they are also able to rate their internal thoughts on their behavioral strategy selection. A comparison of both self- and other ratings might shed further light on this aspect.

Furthermore, the data of this study is assessed in a cross-sectional way. Cross-sectional designs do not allow any inference on causality. To account for this limitation, future research could conduct longitudinal studies to observe adaptive leadership behavior over a longer period of time. This would also allow to examine adaptive leadership behavior across changing situations which is most suitable when we consider that adaptive leadership is required in a dynamic environment (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). As one example, future research could assess adaptive leadership in a diary study, testing whether adaptive leadership behavior fluctuates across situations. Previous leadership research emphasizes that a within-person approach is the most suitable way to research the dynamic aspects of leadership behavior (Breevaart et al., 2016). With a diary design, it is possible to analyze, for example, which circumstances allow leaders to execute adaptive leadership behavior or how fluctuations in adaptive leadership behavior influence the daily work of employees. These insights would advance our understanding for situational predictors of and contextual boundary conditions for adaptive leadership behavior and its effectiveness (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010). In addition to situational antecedents, also personal antecedents of adaptive leadership as well as potential mechanisms could be investigated in the future. As shown in our study and indicated by past research, a leader’s emotional intelligence could play an important role as a personal antecedent in how well a leader is able to assess the situation and employee’s needs, to react flexibly to those situational needs and to, ultimately, lead adaptively (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010).



Practical implications

The development of the ALBS has not only important implications for future research but also for practice. Gaining a deeper understand of concrete leadership behaviors that are key in VUCA environments is extremely valuable for today’s organizations. The four proposed aspects of adaptive leadership behavior may guide practitioners in designing training interventions to support a leader’s ability to assess the needs of the situation (i.e., environmental and employees’ needs) and to flexibly select adequate leadership behaviors accordingly. With the newly developed ALBS, we offer organizations a reliable and valid instrument to examine their leaders’ adaptive leadership behavior. Furthermore, the relationships of the ALBS to a variety of work outcomes emphasizes the impact that adaptive leadership can have on both leaders’ and follower’s performance and wellbeing. Due to the complex and fast-paced environment that the business world is facing today, the topic of adaptive leadership behavior is particularly timely and relevant for organizations.
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Footnotes

1     https://www.prolific.co/

2     Deviations might be due to differences in sample characteristics. Compared to a more diverse, English-speaking sample in Study 2, the sample in Study 3 was more homogenous with only German-speaking participants. Thus, cultural differences might have caused the differences between factor loadings. In addition, although we followed the recommended procedure by Brislin (1970) or used already well-established scale translations from previous studies, differences in factor loadings between Study 2 and 3 could also be due to the translation issues.
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Introduction: Paradoxical leadership has recently been put forward as an approach to leadership that may transcend the inherent contradictions in contemporary organizational and personnel management. Empirical research on its potential role for bolstering employee well-being remains scarce. This study investigated whether paradoxical leadership positively impacts employee well-being, which is operationalized as employees’ job, career and life satisfaction. We rely on sense-making theory to investigate whether such effects are mediated by the mitigation of employee job insecurity perceptions.

Methods: Convenience sampling techniques were used to collect longitudinal survey data between March and September 2021. In total 287 workers provided usable data. Their ages ranged from 18 to 67 years and were active in various organizations in the Netherlands. Validated measures were used to assess paradoxical leadership, job insecurity, job, career, and life satisfaction. A time-lagged path analysis in Mplus 7.0 was conducted to investigate relationships.

Results: The results suggest that paradoxical leadership is positively related to job, career and life satisfaction over time. The relationships between paradoxical leadership and job and career satisfaction are partially mediated by the mitigation of perceived job insecurity.

Discussion: Paradoxical leadership plays a role in fostering worker well-being in these turbulent times. Paradoxical leaders may also help their followers to reframe and better deal with challenging working conditions. Despite the longitudinal data design, an additional data-wave would allow for more stringent testing of the proposed mediation effect, and due to convenience sampling generalization of findings is limited.

KEYWORDS
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1 Introduction

In a recent report of the World Health Organization [WHO] and International Labour Organization [ILO] (2022) work is more than ever regarded as both an opportunity and a risk for worker health and well-being. The risks have been amplified over the last decade as macro-economic developments, like technological disruptions, population aging, and the globalization of production and service chains led to important changes in the working environment (e.g., introduction of artificial intelligence, restructuring, flexibilization of labor) and thereby to increased pressure and stress and uncertainty as well (Kalleberg, 2011; Di Fabio, 2017; Engbersen et al., 2020; Yam et al., 2023). More recently, global crises like COVID-19 further impacted employment and career prospects in various sectors as well as the well-being of workers and their families in a negative way (Handwerker et al., 2020; Gaspar et al., 2021). Hence, more action is needed to foster worker well-being as their well-being is also intertwined with the well-being of their communities, and efforts could therefore aid the realization of SDG-3 (Good health and well-being) (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2022; World Health Organization [WHO] and International Labour Organization [ILO], 2022; Nilsen and Kongsvik, 2023).

Fostering employee well-being is hence an increasing concern in today’s organizational practice (Huettermann and Bruch, 2019). A key facet of well-being at work is job satisfaction, or the positive emotional state resulting from an employees’ job appraisal and may encompass facets like job conditions, job content and social relationships (Locke, 1976; Spector, 1997). Abundant research has investigated how organizations can provide work opportunities that facilitate employee well-being through human resource management (HRM) and leadership practices (Den Hartog et al., 2013; Inceoglu et al., 2018; Das and Pattanayak, 2023). However, these insights (and related practices) may not fully address the inherent paradoxical tensions (e.g., efficiency vs. innovation, long term vs. short term, task vs. people oriented) that characterizes these turbulent times and therefore run the risk of falling short. One of the key concerns to date for personnel management is how to reconcile, in HRM practices and leadership, the foci on employee well-being and organizational performance (Salas-Vallina et al., 2021).

The role of leaders is considered vital in supporting workers exposed to challenging and stressful work environments in order to maintain employee well-being (Harms et al., 2017; Inceoglu et al., 2018). In the leadership literature paradoxical leadership has recently been put forward as an approach that may transcend the inherent contradictions in contemporary organizational and personnel management (Zhang et al., 2015, 2021, 2022). It is grounded in Eastern philosophy on handling paradoxes, which can embrace, integrate and transcend opposites. Western approaches to handling of paradoxes is merely analytical and considers opposites as separate parts, instead of considering them as a whole. According to Zhang et al. (2015) paradoxical leadership invites us to capture paradoxes from an Eastern perspective that encompasses a set of behaviors that may appear to be contradictory, yet interrelated. These can, when applied over a longer time window, meet the competing demands of modern workplaces. Paradoxical leadership has been linked in a positive way to several different facets of favorable employee behavior including (innovative) employee performance (Li et al., 2018), voice behavior (Li et al., 2020; Xue et al., 2020; Shehata et al., 2023), creativity (Zhang et al., 2022) and organizational citizenship behavior (Li et al., 2018, 2020; Xue et al., 2020; Meng et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021; Liu and Pak, 2023; Shehata et al., 2023). In contrast to employee behavior as an outcome, fewer studies have looked at employee well-being. Recent studies have uncovered positive linkages with work engagement (Fürstenberg et al., 2021; Shehata et al., 2023) and psychological well-being (Li et al., 2022). In particular the relationship between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction has barely been studied empirically. Only one study reported a positive relationship in the public sector (Backhaus et al., 2022). This study’s objective is first of all to further close this gap by empirically exploring the relationship between paradoxical leadership and an overlooked aspect of employee well-being, i.e., job satisfaction. In addition, we want to extend research on paradoxical leadership and employee wellbeing as an outcome by investigating to what extent paradoxical leadership may also spill over to well-being beyond one’s current job, in terms of career and life satisfaction. These days work and non-work domains are permeable and careers more boundaryless (Guan et al., 2019; McDaniel et al., 2021). Therefore, career satisfaction – or the accumulated evaluation of one’s career so far- and life satisfaction, or the overall appraisal of one’s life (Diener et al., 1985; Hagmaier et al., 2018) are studied as outcomes in addition to job satisfaction. Thus far, these relationships have not been studied empirically. Hence, our second research objective is to extend research on paradoxical leadership to well-being beyond one’s job.

The third objective of this study is to enhance our understanding of the explanatory mechanisms that underly the relationship between paradoxical leadership and well-being. This has been called upon by scholars like Fürstenberg et al. (2021). We build and extend Fürstenberg et al. (2021) and Zhang et al. (2021)’s recent theorizing regarding the effects of paradoxical leadership by relying on sense-making theory (Weick, 1995) and the Job Demands-Resources Model (JD-R, Demerouti et al., 2001). It has been proposed that paradoxical leaders, through consciously combining opposing behaviors, may nurture the experienced resourcefulness of the working environment, like enhancing employee autonomy and goal clarity (Fürstenberg et al., 2021). The way paradoxical leaders can alter the working environment is through stimulating sense-making among followers. In the face of an increasingly challenging working environment, paradoxical leaders can sense and shape both the productive opportunities or job resources and redefine the threats or job demands in a more malleable way (Zhang et al., 2021). Thus far others have empirically demonstrated that paradoxical leadership positively contributes to the experienced job resources. We propose that paradoxical leaders may also mitigate experienced job demands. The underlying tenet is that through their behavior leaders may shape followers’ demanding job conditions, as established in earlier research (e.g., Tuckey et al., 2012). The job demand we put forward in this study is job insecurity, or the perceived threats to the job itself (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt, 1984). Job insecurity is an established work stressor (Langerak et al., 2022) with negative consequences for employee satisfaction which includes job satisfaction, career satisfaction and life satisfaction (Otto et al., 2011; Alarco et al., 2012; Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018). Research has indicated that this stressor is linked to economic turmoil in the labor market (e.g., unemployment rates) as well as organizational changes (e.g., downsizing) (Shoss, 2017). Uncertainty regarding one’s role in the organization is inherent to paradoxes (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010) and triggers sense-making processes in workers (Zhang et al., 2021). Hence, this study investigates whether paradoxical leadership may mitigate perceptions of job insecurity, and thereby can protect employee well-being.

In sum, this study contributes in several ways to the literature. First, it investigates how a timely leadership style like paradoxical leadership may contribute to employee job satisfaction (Backhaus et al., 2022) and spill over to well-being beyond one’s job (career satisfaction and life satisfaction). Second, by investigating the mediating role of job insecurity, we contribute to theorizing on the effects of leadership styles on employee well-being (Inceoglu et al., 2018). Specifically, we elaborate on how leaders may shape their followers’ perceived job demands by making use of sense-making theory (Weick, 1995) in addition to the Job Demands-Resources Model (JD-R, Demerouti et al., 2001). Finally, we also add to the literature on the determinants of job insecurity, wherein the role of leadership as an interpersonal factor has barely been studied in comparison to personal, macro-economic and organizational factors (Shoss, 2017). These relations are studied by means of an online time-lagged survey among Dutch employees.



2 Theory and hypotheses


2.1 Paradoxical leadership

Leadership has been defined in several ways. Common ground can be found regarding “an emphasis on the social influence process it involves, whereby leaders facilitate individual and collective efforts to accomplish common goals” (Oreg and Berson, 2019, p. 273). Typically, leadership literature has mainly been concerned with employee and organizational performance (Inceoglu et al., 2018), with some portraying it as one of the most important contributing factors (e.g., Zaccaro et al., 2001). What constitutes leadership has been sought in both leader’s personal characteristics (e.g., personality, demographic variables) and leadership behaviors, which are more stable leadership styles that exceed specific situations (Oreg and Berson, 2019). Over the last decades several leadership styles have been identified ranging from more task-oriented (e.g., transactional leadership), relational-oriented (e.g., participative leadership, servant leadership), change-oriented (e.g., charismatic and transformational leadership) and passive leadership (e.g., laissez-faire leadership) (Derue et al., 2011; Yukl, 2012; Inceoglu et al., 2018).

Paradoxical leadership is a constructive leadership style that transcends these seemingly contradictory aforementioned behavioral orientations and fits with managing the paradoxical issues that organizations are facing in globalized markets where digitization and innovative technology are developing at a rapid pace (Zhang et al., 2015). A paradoxical organizational problem consists of contradictory but interrelated elements that are presented simultaneously and for a long time (Smith and Lewis, 2011). They operate between opposing elements that “seem logical individually but inconsistent and even absurd when juxtaposed” (Smith and Lewis, 2011, p. 382). Yet, these opposing elements are highly interdependent, because they are bounded simultaneously to the opposing poles (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Therefore, separation is unfruitful, and the opposing elements in paradoxical tensions should be addressed simultaneously to sustain organizational performance over the long term (Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 2011; Hahn and Knight, 2021). Prototypical examples are the tension between profitability and responsibility, long term versus short term, control versus freedom, differentiation versus integration (Clegg et al., 2002; Bloodgood and Chae, 2010). Also, the day-to-day people management is beset with paradoxical tensions and paradoxical leadership, which encompasses a set of behaviors that may appear to be contradictory, and is likely to attune to the competing demands of modern workplaces (Zhang et al., 2015).

The behavioral style of a paradoxical leader can be situated on five dimensions that consists of two “sides” that depend on and complement each other (Zhang et al., 2015). In situational and contingency perspectives on leadership, effective leadership behaviors is a matter of choosing for being for instance directive or participative (“either/or”) depending on the demands of the work context. In contrast, paradoxical leadership implies behaviors that one is accepting and aims to harmonize or integrate (“both/and”) competing demands (Zhang et al., 2015). Effective long term paradoxical leaders are assumed to (1) combine self-centeredness with other centeredness, (2) maintain both distance and closeness, (3) treat followers uniformly while allowing for individualization, (4) enforce work requirements while allowing flexibility and (5) maintain decision control while allowing autonomy. The first dimension refers to the ability of a leader to remain the central influential source on the work floor while also tuning in to workers’ needs and allow for shared leadership with followers. The second dimension comprises of the ability to maintain hierarchical differences in resolving work-related issues, but at the same time build strong interpersonal relationships with followers. The third dimension is about ensuring harmony between uniformity and individuality by treating employees equally based on agreements and rules, while simultaneously making distinctions based on individual’s wishes and talents. Finally, the last two dimensions both relate to the tension between control and empowerment. While the fourth concerns the ability to exert behavioral control (e.g., work processes) while allowing for flexibility, the fifth refers to the ability to maintain decision control (as in output control) while simultaneously stimulating employee autonomy.

Empirical studies have demonstrated that managers who exhibit paradoxical leadership are most effective in dealing with conflicting organizational issues in the short and long term (Pearce et al., 2019). Also, the beneficial consequences for organizational and employee performance have been demonstrated which includes indicators such as task performance (Zhang et al., 2015, 2021) as well as indicators of contextual performance, including creativity (Shao et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2021), innovative behaviors (Ingram et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2021), adaptability (Zhang et al., 2021), voice behavior, and organizational citizenship behavior (Li et al., 2018, 2020; Xue et al., 2020; Meng et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021; Liu and Pak, 2023; Shehata et al., 2023).

As with most leadership styles, implications for employee well-being remains far less studied compared to performance outcomes (Inceoglu et al., 2018). In this study we look into employee well-being by examining three concepts that serve as our outcome variables: job satisfaction, career satisfaction and life satisfaction.



2.2 Indicators of well-being: job, career and life satisfaction

Job satisfaction refers to the subjective well-being of individuals at work (Judge et al., 2020) and builds on Locke’s (1976) original definition, which is “a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences” (p. 1304). In this study, we focus on global job satisfaction or the overall affect that workers experience regarding their job, and not on the satisfaction with particular job features (e.g., pay, co-workers) (Bowling and Hammond, 2008). Over time, job satisfaction has been studied extensively and appeared important for various other and more distal outcomes including individual motivation and performance, which is also of organizational concern (Aziri, 2011).

Career satisfaction can be considered the longer-term outcome of having satisfying jobs. Career satisfaction can be expressed by objective indicators like salary, or by people’s subjective experience of being happy with their work over the career span (Ng et al., 2005). In line with Spurk et al. (2011) and Greenhaus et al. (1990), we define it as individuals’ assessment of progress to different career-related goals and successes (e.g., development, income, overall successes). As work is an important aspect in life, which takes a considerable amount of time and energy of people, we argue that life satisfaction is also an important factor. Simply put, people need to earn a living, but additionally, individuals thrive for work that can make and keep them happy, healthy and productive (De Vos and Van der Heijden, 2015).

Life satisfaction concerns the appraisal of one’s life in general and thus refers to one’s global satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 1985; Kjell and Diener, 2021). Since work is such an important aspect in an individual’s life, both job and career satisfaction might relate or spill-over to life satisfaction. Indeed, Beutell and Wittig-Berman (1999) revealed that job and career satisfaction each explained unique variance in life satisfaction. More recently, Hagmaier et al. (2018) confirmed spill-over effects for career satisfaction on life satisfaction, as well as reciprocal effects. Judge et al. (2020) argue for these spill-over effects from job satisfaction to life satisfaction, and reciprocal effects as well. Moreover, as underlined by previous empirical work, all three concepts are known to be affected by workplace factors, such as salary (Beutell and Wittig-Berman, 1999), job design and work conditions (Aziri, 2011) and leadership (see e.g., Belias and Koustelios, 2014; Chang et al., 2020). Therefore, we consider all three concepts as important independent, but also interrelated outcome variables for our study.



2.3 Paradoxical leadership and its relationship with job, career and life satisfaction

Several well-known theoretical frameworks applied in the field of leadership (Inceoglu et al., 2018) can explain relationships between paradoxical leadership and individual well-being. First of all, constructive leadership behaviors can, in line with Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory (Hobfoll, 1989), be seen as a “contextual” resource. Such resources may contribute to the accumulation of an employee’s personal resources, such as psychological capital (Caniëls and Stynen, 2022), or job resources like autonomy or job clarity (Fürstenberg et al., 2021). In turn, these are in line with the JDR model expected to relate to favorable outcomes including well-being (Demerouti et al., 2001). As discussed earlier, paradoxical leaders know how to balance control and direction with empowerment and provide their followers leeway (Zhang et al., 2015). Alternatively, one could argue that paradoxical leaders are also strong in investing in the relational bonds with followers, as they can establish closeness with their followers, are capable of attuning to their needs and allow for differentiation in terms of their followers needs (Zhang et al., 2015). Hence, from a social-exchange perspective (Blau, 1964) it could be argued that relational investments made by the paradoxical leader in the follower are reciprocated in job-related attitudes, reflected in job satisfaction. In similar vein it can be argued that paradoxical leaders foster the satisfaction of basic human needs, as put forward in the Self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan and Deci, 2000) including the need for autonomy (empowerment) and affiliation (relational bonds) (Fürstenberg et al., 2021), which are known to be related to improved well-being in work and beyond (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Empirically, only one study investigated the relationship of paradoxical leadership with job satisfaction and found a positive relationship (Backhaus et al., 2022). To the authors knowledge, no studies have empirically assessed relationships with career satisfaction and life satisfaction. Obviously, career satisfaction and life satisfaction may in part be contingent upon one’s current job satisfaction as work is an important domain in human life and work-related well-being is related to non-work-related well-being, and both can reciprocally reinforce each other (Bialowolski and Weziak-Bialowolska, 2021). From a theoretical perspective career and life satisfaction can be presumed to be positively affected by paradoxical leadership. Fulfillment of basic needs fosters autonomous motivation, and as people will engage more in activities, either work or non-work-related, that they find interesting and inherently pleasurable (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006; Deci and Ryan, 2008), they will become a more fully functioning person (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). As this process unfolds it is likely go hand in hand with well-being related outcomes like career and life satisfaction (Walker and Kono, 2018). Given our earlier reasoning, we hypothesize that:







	

	
H1 Paradoxical leadership is positively related with employee job satisfaction (H1a), career satisfaction (H1b) and life satisfaction (H1c).








2.4 Job insecurity as a mediator

Although prior explanations are relevant to understand relationships between paradoxical leadership and employee well-being, they could apply at a broader scale to other constructive leadership styles too, like servant leadership (Caniëls and Stynen, 2022) and may insufficiently account for how this leadership style is apt to address fundamental paradoxical tensions in contemporary workplaces for leaders and their followers. As argued by Zhang et al. (2021) the followers of successful paradoxical leaders may develop an understanding that conflicting demands are inherent to organizational life and may find more productive ways to deal with those uncertainties and ambiguities. To better understand processes in which leaders tune in to workers’ framing of such experiences and shape an appropriate social environment to deal with these accordingly, social-cognitive theories on leadership such as sense-making theory may be valuable (Inceoglu et al., 2018).

Experiences with organizational paradoxes are likely to generate feelings of threat, anxiety and uncertainty resulting in defensive and withdrawal behavior (Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 2011; Schad et al., 2016; Backhaus et al., 2022). In a general sense, workers may become uncertain regarding one’s role in the organization when exposed to paradoxical tensions (Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). Job insecurity, or the perceived threats to the job itself (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt, 1984) flourishes in a VUCA environment (De Cuyper et al., 2019). Sense-making theory provides a lens to understand how paradoxical leaders can play a role in how followers will experience and understand paradoxical tensions and the associated uncertainties. Specifically, by being a role model to their followers on how to deal with paradoxical tensions and explain these, as a challenge instead of a threat, leaders may enable their followers to cope with uncertainty and ambiguity and hence prevent defensive or negative perceptions or behaviors (Backhaus et al., 2022; Sparr et al., 2022). This line of argumentation may offer a more in-depth explanation for the more general argumentation that paradoxical leadership is a resource that can buffer or diminish the experience of job demands by individuals.

Previous studies have tested the role of paradoxical leadership in buffering job demands, such as role ambiguity (Backhaus et al., 2022). To our knowledge, the effect on uncertainty, like job insecurity, is not studied yet. We expect the line of reasoning to hold for uncertainty factors as well. This leads us to our next hypothesis which suggests a protective role of paradoxical leadership for the job demand of perceived job insecurity:







	

	
H2 Paradoxical leadership is negatively related with job insecurity






Job insecurity or the perceived uncertainty workers have about the continuity of one’s job (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt, 1984) is an established work stressor (De Witte, 1999). Specifically, it can be conceptualized as a job demand or the “physical, psychological, social or organizational aspects of a job that require sustained physical and/or psychological (cognitive or emotional) effort,” in line with the JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007, p. 132). Therefore, job demands have potentially a wear and tear on the human body leading to energy depletion in workers (i.e., exhaustion) (Demerouti et al., 2001). Job hindrances are job demands that are predominantly conceived as solely interfering with people’s work achievement and consuming all energy, yielding no opportunities for psychological growth as job challenges do. Typically, they are seen as threatening and beyond the control of the individual (Cavanaugh et al., 2000; Van den Broeck et al., 2010).

In general, there is consensus that job insecurity, because of its unpredictable and uncontrollable nature, is a hindrance stressor (De Witte et al., 2015; De Witte and Van Hootegem, 2021). Prior research has extensively shown that job insecurity is negatively related to employee well-being over time (De Witte et al., 2016). Meta-analytical studies have found strong negative associations between job insecurity and job satisfaction and life satisfaction (Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018), and empirical studies have also reported negative associations with career satisfaction, as job insecurity is likely to undermine successful career development (Otto et al., 2011; Ngo and Li, 2015). In line we hypothesize:







	

	
H3 Job insecurity is negatively related with employee job satisfaction (H3a), career satisfaction (H3b) and life satisfaction (H3c).






As a final step for our model, and based on our reasoning thus far, we suggest that job insecurity can act as a mediator in the relationship between paradoxical leadership and employee well-being. Job insecurity can, in line with the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001), be considered a hindrance stressor that impedes employee well-being (De Witte et al., 2015; De Witte and Van Hootegem, 2021). We assume that paradoxical leaders may mitigate the inherent uncertainties in modern workplaces that workers can experience as threatening. As demonstrated earlier, paradoxical leaders can alter workers’ experiences of the working environment, including the experienced resourcefulness (see e.g., Fürstenberg et al., 2021) through stimulating sense-making by either explaining what is at hand or by serving as a role model to their followers (see e.g., Backhaus et al., 2022; Sparr et al., 2022). We argue that these same processes may also alleviate the perceptions of threatening job demands, like job insecurity, are prevented, thereby contributing to employee well-being both in and beyond work. Hence, we more formally hypothesize:







	

	
H4 Job insecurity mediates the relationship between paradoxical leadership and employee job satisfaction (H4a), career satisfaction (H4b) and life satisfaction (H4c).






The resulting conceptual model for our study is presented in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
Conceptual model.





3 Materials and methods


3.1 Sample and procedure

To investigate our hypotheses, data were collected by means of an online longitudinal survey. Convenience sampling was applied as respondents were recruited from the professional networks of master students who were subscribed within the broader faculty research line on Sustainable Human Resource Management under supervision of the authors, Prior to data collection approval was granted by the authors’ institutional Ethics Committee (U202101540). As our study was not targeted to specific groups and our master students, who were all employed themselves, had access to different organizations representing substantial variation in sectors and jobs, the aforementioned sampling approach was chosen.

The students contacted Dutch companies and organizations within their professional networks and informed management about the study based on a uniform information letter covering all aspects of the research including the aim and design of the study as well as their rights and how data protection was guaranteed by the researchers. Next, written, formal permission was established from the management of Dutch companies and organizations to participate and recruit respondents within their organization. Organizations determined which departments or teams could participate in the research and informed the selected employees by means of an information letter provided by the researchers, covering all aspects of the research. Eligible respondents were at least 18 years old or older, active as an employee in the organization, and had a company email address. No other inclusion criteria were considered. Eleven organizations granted permission and transferred email addresses of employees to the researchers. Organizations were active in the following sectors: care and welfare (N = 3), transportation (N = 1), media (N = 1), higher and primary education (N = 3), industry (N = 2), and construction (N = 1).

The online survey comprised of a limited set of background variables (e.g., age), organizational and work-related factors (Human Resource practices, paradoxical leadership, job insecurity) and work or career-related outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction, career satisfaction). For all measurements, besides background variables, validated rating scales were used. The survey was developed by the authors and approved by their institutional Ethics Committee. The survey was set up in LimeSurvey, hosted on a server hosted by the authors’ institution. Shortly after selected employees received information from their company, they received an email, which contained a link to the online questionnaire. The email was sent from an email address that was specifically created by the authors and only under their control. Information on the research was again provided online and before respondents could take the survey their informed consent was digitally acquired. The first questionnaire was launched at the end of March 2021 (T0) and reminders were sent after 2 weeks and closed after a month. Of the 3,163 employees that were approached, 1,289 employees responded (40.7%). The follow-up survey was sent 6 months later (T1), to which 741 employees responded (23.4%). In total 287 employees had filled in both surveys and had complete information on all variables included in this study.

The majority of respondents was male (55%), and their average was 47 years. Almost all respondents (92%) were employed in a large organization (250 employees or more). On average organizational tenure of respondents was 15 years. About 74% had obtained either a professional or academic degree in higher education.



3.2 Measures

Paradoxical leadership was measured at T0 by means of Zhang et al.’s (2015) scale, which comprises of 22 items. An example item was “My supervisor uses a fair approach to treat all subordinates uniformly, but also treats them as individuals” and “Shows a desire to lead, but allows others to share the leadership role” All items were assessed on 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1. “Strongly disagree” to 5. “Strongly agree.” Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.94.

Job satisfaction was assessed at T1 by means of a 3-item scale developed by Cammann et al. (1983). An example item was, “Overall, I am satisfied with my current job.” All items were assessed on 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1. “Strongly disagree” to 7. “Strongly agree.” The Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.81.

Career satisfaction was measured at T1 using the 5-item Greenhaus et al. (1990) scale. Respondents were asked to indicate their satisfaction with various aspects like career success (e.g., “I am….with the success I have achieved in my career”) on a 5-point Likert scale range from 1. “Very dissatisfied” to 5. “Very satisfied.” Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.82.

Life satisfaction was assessed at T1 using Kjell and Diener (2021)’s 3- item scale. Respondents were asked to rate statements about the appraisal of their lives thus far. An example item is “I am satisfied with my life.” A 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1. “Strongly disagree” to 5. “Strongly agree” was used. Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.89.

Job insecurity was measured at T0 by means of the job insecurity the subscale developed by Creed et al. (2020) to assess precarious working conditions. An example item was “Are you concerned about losing your current job in the near future?” Respondents could indicate to what extent the described condition applied to them on a 6-point scale ranging from 1. “Not at all” to 6. “A great extent.” Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.78.

Control variables that were taken into account are: gender (reference category female), age (in years), organizational tenure (in years), labor market tenure (in years) and educational level. Three levels of educations were distinguished: low (at most secondary school), middle (higher professional education) or high (higher academic bachelor or master or doctorate). The latter category was set as a reference category. In prior research age, gender, tenure and educational level have been identified as demographic predictors of job, career and/or life satisfaction (Martins et al., 2002; Moyes et al., 2006; Park et al., 2010).



3.3 Analytical approach

We applied structural equation modeling in two steps (McDonald and Ho, 2002) using Mplus 7.0 (Muthén and Muthén, 2012). First, we conducted Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to test the measurement model. Next, we applied Path Analysis (PA) to test our hypotheses. Model fit was evaluated by means of the comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and the standardized root mean square residuals (SRMR) (Hu and Bentler, 1999). Indications of acceptable model fit are CFI values larger than 0.90 (Bentler, 1990), and RMSEA and SRMR values below 0.08 and 0.10, respectively (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

The hypothesized measurement model comprises of the factors: paradoxical leadership (T0), job satisfaction (T1), career satisfaction (T1), life satisfaction (T1) and job insecurity (T0). The items for job satisfaction, career satisfaction, life satisfaction and job insecurity were loaded on their latent factors, respectively. As the measure of paradoxical leadership comprises of 22 items, the items were parceled (i.e., seven parcels of three to maximum four items) to maintain a favorable ratio between sample size and the number of estimated parameters (Little et al., 2002). The measurement model fitted the data well (χ2(179) = 377.34; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.05). To test for common method variance, we conducted Harman’s one-factor (or single-factor) test and compared the fit of that model with our measurement model. The single-factor model resulted in a significantly worse fit (χ2(189) = 1934.24, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.46; RMSEA = 0.18 and SRMR = 0.16; Δχ2(10) = 1556.90, p < 0.001). As sufficient construct validity was established by our CFA, descriptive results (means, standard deviations and inter-correlations) were computed for all included variables in this study and depicted in Table 1 in the section “4. Results.”


TABLE 1    Means, standard deviations, and correlations.
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Hypotheses were tested by means of PA. In all analyses the confounders were added as covariates. To test hypotheses 1a-c, a first model was estimated in which the three dependent variables were simultaneously regressed on paradoxical leadership. Subsequently, to test hypotheses 2 and H3a-c, a full mediation model was estimated in which job insecurity was added as a mediator to the prior model. Next, to formally examine our mediation hypotheses, as implied by hypotheses 4a-c, the statistical significance of the indirect paths is estimated by means of the MODEL INDIRECT command. To rule out partial mediation, additional direct paths between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction, career satisfaction and life satisfaction were estimated sequentially.




4 Results


4.1 Descriptive results

Descriptive results of our study are presented in Table 1.



4.2 Hypotheses testing

In a first model, to test hypotheses 1a-c, job satisfaction, career satisfaction and life satisfaction were simultaneously regressed on paradoxical leadership. Support was found for all three hypotheses as paradoxical leadership was positively related to job satisfaction (β = 0.32, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.21, 0.42]), career satisfaction (β = 0.28, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.18, 0.39]) and life satisfaction (β = 0.22, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.33]).

Next, a full mediation model was estimated including job insecurity in the role of mediator (χ2(9) = 35.97; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.88; RMSEA = 0.10, SRMR = 0.05). Support was provided for hypothesis 2 as paradoxical leadership was negatively related to job insecurity (β = −0.20, p = 0.001, 95% CI [−0.31, −0.09]). In addition, job insecurity was negatively related to job satisfaction (β = −0.29, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.40, −0.18]), career satisfaction (β = −0.23, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.34, −0.13]) and life satisfaction (β = −0.13, p = 0.029, 95% CI [−0.24, −0.01]), corroborating hypotheses 3a-c. This pattern of results suggests mediation as proposed by hypotheses 4a-c. To formally test mediation, indirect effects were computed. The coefficients of the indirect paths between paradoxical leadership via job insecurity to job satisfaction (β = 0.06, p = 0.004, 95% CI [0.02, 0.10]) and career satisfaction (β = 0.05, p = 0.008, 95% CI [0.01, 0.08]) were both significant, whereas the indirect path to life satisfaction via job insecurity was not significant (β = 0.03, p = 0.065, 95% CI [−0.00, 0.05]). Hence, results indicate that job insecurity mediates the associations between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction and career satisfaction, respectively. As no indication for mediation was found for the association between paradoxical leadership and life satisfaction, hypotheses 4a-b are supported, whereas hypothesis 4c could not be confirmed.

To explore the possibility of partial mediation, three additional models were estimated in which sequentially a direct path was added between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction, career satisfaction and life satisfaction, respectively. In a first model the direct path between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction was added (χ2(8) = 29.65; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.10, SRMR = 0.04) and found to be significant (β = 0.13 p = 0.013, 95% CI [0.03, 0.23]) and improved model fit (Δχ2(1) = 6.32, p < 0.05). Subsequently, a model with a direct path between paradoxical leadership and career satisfaction was estimated (χ2(8) = 30.96; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.10, SRMR = 0.04). The path was significant (β = 0.12 p = 0.026, 95% CI [0.01, 0.22]) and improved model fit (Δχ2(1) = 5.01, p < 0.05). Finally, a model with an additional direct path between paradoxical leadership and life satisfaction was estimated (χ2(8) = 34.06; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.88; RMSEA = 0.11, SRMR = 0.05). Yet, this path was not significant (β = 0.08 p = 0.17, 95% CI [−0.03, 0.19]) and did not improve model fit (Δχ2(1) = 1.91 p > 0.05). Hence, it can be concluded that job insecurity partially mediates the association between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction and career satisfaction, respectively. A model in which both direct paths are simultaneously added, fitted the data well (χ2(7) = 17.97; p < 0.001; CFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.03). The standardized coefficients of this final model are depicted in Figure 2. The R-square for the dependent variables career satisfaction, job satisfaction, life satisfaction and job insecurity are: 0.16, 0.13, 0.04, and 0.04, respectively. Concerning the control variables only the low educational level was significantly related to career satisfaction (β = −0.17, p = 0.018, 95% CI [−0.31, −0.03]). All other control variables were unrelated to any of these dependent variables.
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FIGURE 2
Standardized results path analysis with 95% confidence intervals. *Indicates p < 0.05, **indicates p < 0.005, ***indicates p < 0.001.


The standardized results of our path analysis are summarized in Figure 2 below.




5 Discussion

Developments in society and at work, such as the increased use of artificial intelligence, and flexibilization of labor, but also broader economic uncertainties are challenging organizations and their employees (Yam et al., 2023). These developments are inherently related to tensions that are paradoxical in nature, and put increasing and new demands on all personnel layers in organizations with the potential to undermine individual well-being (Zhang et al., 2021; Nilsen and Kongsvik, 2023). Due to the diverging interests of the different stakeholders involved (such as client or customer, worker, higher management, legislation, and environmental interests), new and different behaviors are required in the management of organizations to continue their business and deal with all these emerging paradoxical tensions (Zhang et al., 2022).

Leaders are crucial for employee well-being (Das and Pattanayak, 2023) and play an important role in dealing with these tensions, not only for themselves, but also as a role model for their followers in addressing these. Paradoxical leadership (Zhang et al., 2015), a new concept within the leadership literature, has the potential to make a difference in these turbulent times. Knowledge on the impact of paradoxical leadership, for example on worker well-being, is however still scarce. In this study, we contributed to that emerging stream in the literature by studying the role of paradoxical leadership on worker well-being in terms of job, career and life satisfaction and investigating to what extent these linkages can be explained by the mitigation of workers’ experienced job insecurity. To explain the proposed mechanisms, we relied on the JD-R framework (Demerouti et al., 2001) as well as sense-making theory (Weick, 1995). We investigated these relationships by administrating an online survey among Dutch workers from eleven different profit and non-profit organizations. We tested the model with structural equation modeling using a time-lagged design.


5.1 Theoretical implications

First of all, our results indicated that paradoxical leadership positively affects all three outcomes directly (job, career, and life satisfaction) herewith supporting hypotheses 1a, b and c. These findings corroborate our propositions, suggesting that paradoxical leadership can be seen as a contextual resource that triggers the accumulation of other personal resources in line with COR-theory (Hobfoll, 1989), either because it fulfills peoples’ basic needs as SDT proposes, or because it stimulates vigor in workers as the JD-R model implies. Under such momentary conditions people can thrive and it is understandable that well-being, as indicated by job satisfaction, is able to flourish. Yet, findings also suggest that career satisfaction and life satisfaction, which imply a longer time window, are fostered. Probably, these can be explained in line with SDT, which suggests that basic needs satisfaction is a leverage for making more autonomous choices in one’s career and life as a whole. As a consequence, subjective assessments of satisfaction with one’s career and life are experienced as more favorable. These findings support the results of Backhaus et al. (2022) regarding the positive effect of paradoxical leadership on job satisfaction. Moreover, we add to the literature on paradoxical leadership and its consequences for worker well-being as we found positive effects on career and life satisfaction as well.

Paradoxical leadership appeared to be negatively associated with job insecurity, which supports hypothesis 2. This is in line with our reasoning based on sense-making theory that paradoxical leadership can help workers to be able to deal better with job demands in terms of challenges, or uncertainty. Specifically, and building on the relevant notions of sense-making theory (Zhang et al., 2021), we argued that paradoxical leadership can help followers to deal better with demands in such a way that they aid in framing stressors as challenges which remain more under workers’ control. By making sense of uncertainties and putting them in perspective, such uncertainties are less likely to trigger hindrance appraisals of stressors like perceived job insecurity, which are experienced as out of workers’ control. This finding also contributes to the literature on the work-related antecedents of job insecurity, which has received less attention compared the consequences of job insecurity (Shoss, 2017). In addition, it adds to sense-making theory as a relevant theoretical framework to aid our understanding regarding the role of shared work-related factors at the meso-level, like leadership, in explaining employee perceptions of the psycho-social working environment, like job insecurity. However, currently we can only implicitly confirm this line of argumentation. To test these propositions more explicitly, future research could include the measurement of sense-making processes in the empirical model. Measuring sense-making directly can be difficult, and quite paradoxical in itself, requiring conscious choices of what and how it is measured (Allard-Poesi, 2005). Previous empirical research made use of a combination of tailor-made survey data and open-ended questions (Bartunek et al., 2006). Alternatively, qualitative research may also aid in better understanding how such process develops.

Next, job insecurity was directly and negatively related to all three outcomes (job, career and life satisfaction) as well, thereby supporting hypothesis 3a, b and c. These results align with the argument based on the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001) that job insecurity can be considered a job demand that diminishes positive outcomes, because of the energy depletion process that has been triggered. Such a demand is consuming available energy resources of the individual without yielding sufficient opportunities to replenish these resources again in time (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Not only is well-being in one’s current job context affected in a negative way, but it can apparently spill over to satisfaction appraisals of one’s entire career and life in general as well. Job insecurity has previously been identified as an important hindrance stressor with negative consequences on several aspects for individuals and organizations alike (Sverke et al., 2002; Jiang and Lavaysse, 2018, Langerak et al., 2022), which is again confirmed by our results. In particular the implication for career satisfaction broadens the existing evidence base, as this outcome has barely been studied in relation to job insecurity before.

Finally, job insecurity mediates the effect of paradoxical leadership on job and career satisfaction, but not on life satisfaction, herewith supporting hypotheses 4a and b, but not hypothesis 4c. This means that our presumed pathway through the mitigation of job insecurity holds for work related outcomes, but does not account for the broader concept of life-satisfaction. There are two plausible explanations. First of all, life satisfaction is affected by many different non-work-related factors (Near et al., 1984), and varies across cultures (Oishi et al., 2009). In this respect, life events like sickness, personal setbacks in relationships, but also the current larger societal circumstances (e.g., war, economic recession, the COVID crisis) might have an unknown impact. Also job insecurity has been empirically shown to be a more sizeable predictor of job satisfaction than life satisfaction. Second, it is possible that job and career satisfaction may act as a mediating mechanism between work-related factors like leadership, job demands and life satisfaction. As also raised mentioned earlier, spill-over effects between these types of satisfaction have been detected (Hagmaier et al., 2018; Judge et al., 2020) but not explicitly tested in our research. Alternatively, the positive effect of paradoxical leadership on life satisfaction might be explained by different mechanisms. COR-theory suggests that paradoxical leadership is a contextual resource that may trigger personal resource accumulation, for example, in terms of one’s psychological capital (PsyCap; Luthans et al., 2007). Enhanced optimism, hope and resilience could contribute to more life satisfaction. SDT would emphasize the role of basic need fulfillment and the making of autonomous choices in life could be a plausible alternative. This interpretation suggests that resource-oriented explanations may be more fruitful to explain life satisfaction compared to work-related well-being outcomes, like job and career satisfaction. In addition, it should also be noted that regarding career and job satisfaction, we only established indications for partial mediation. This suggests that also other processes (e.g., resource-oriented explanations), or other job demands (e.g., role conflict, role ambiguity) may be useful alternatives to consider in future research. Nevertheless, our study is one of the few that investigates to what extent sense-making processes involving the malleability of perceived job demands may act as a mediating mechanism. Whereas Fürstenberg et al. (2021) found support for the mediating role of job resources, our study suggests that paradoxical leaders may also shape the perceptions of job demands in their followers. Therefore, efforts to further the alignment of sense-making theory with theories on the psychosocial working environment like the JDR-model might help to better understand how contextual factors, like leadership, may shape perceptions of the demanding aspects of work over time.



5.2 Practical implications

The results of our study also have implications for practice, as paradoxical leadership seems to play a positive role for worker well-being in these turbulent times. It is therefore recommended that organizations get acquainted with this rather new leadership behavior and let their leaders learn how to develop it. This leadership behavior can help to directly enhance worker well-being in terms of job, career and life satisfaction, and could also help people from reframing uncertainties in the workplace in a way that prevents hindrance appraisals of job insecurity. Although job insecurity is difficult to control, paradoxical leadership can be trained, which can be facilitated by the organization. Moreover, worker well-being can be incorporated in the performance appraisals for leaders to emphasize its importance and to follow up with explicit developmental goals for the desirable leadership behavior. Worker well-being, such as job, career and life satisfaction, is not only important for its own good, but also known to be an important prerequisite for good organizational functioning (e.g., resilience, innovation and viability) (see, e.g., Harter et al., 2003; Kuntz et al., 2016; Ungar, 2021). It therefore deserves explicit attention.



5.3 Limitations and avenues for future research

The current study has its limitations as well. First, although our model is time-lagged, a longitudinal design with three measurement waves could test the mediating role of job insecurity more rigorously, in particular how job insecurity levels may change over time. Related, many contextual factors (e.g., regional unemployment rate, financial turmoil in companies) can influence perceived job insecurity (Shoss, 2017), which we did not account for, and therefore endogeneity cannot be ruled out. Future research can consider taking alternative, contextual variables as confounders into account. Second, our measures consisted of self-reports among employees, which enhances the risk for mono-method bias (Donaldson and Grant-Vallone, 2002). In our design, this risk has been mitigated by guaranteeing anonymity for respondents, herewith creating a context for honest responses as much as possible, and giving full autonomy to withdraw from the study at any time (Podsakoff et al., 2012). In addition, we used survey scales with varying scale anchors which can prevent stylistic answering. However, future research could make use of multisource reports. Ratings of the leaders or supervisors of these employees could be valuable as well, also in terms of the discrepancies between these ratings when it comes to the relationship with relevant outcomes concerning worker well-being (see e.g., Kopperud et al., 2014; Mazzetti et al., 2016). Alternatively, one could also aim to investigate these processes in the context of teams and investigate these relationships from a multi-level perspective. Finally, in this study we opted for a time lag of 6 months. Potentially, as participants lost connection with the study over this time interval, this resulted in increased drop-out and hence a low response on our follow-up measurement. Generalization of findings should be done with caution.

Knowledge on the influence of paradoxical leadership is only in its infancy, but seems promising based on our results. For future research alternative theoretical perspectives can be further explored including SDT, but also social-exchange related frameworks and related concepts like leader-membership exchange (LMX) (Dansereau et al., 1975; Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) to better understand the underlying mechanisms of the positive effects. In line with this, the alignment of Sense- making theory (Weick, 1995) with other frameworks is relevant to explore too. Relevant contributions can also be sought in studying other outcomes that are of interest to the organizations, such as their innovative capacity (Camisón and Villar-López, 2014), but also longer-term viability (Stjernberg and Philips, 1993).

Finally, the value of this leadership behavior when compared to other contemporary leadership behaviors could be explored. In particular to styles that often imply diverging behaviors from leaders, such as ambidextrous leadership (Probst et al., 2011; Rosing et al., 2011), and engaging leadership (Schaufeli, 2015) versus disengaging leadership (Nikolova et al., 2021).
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optimization

6. Neuroticism

7. Extraversion

8. Openness

9. Agreeableness

10. Conscientiousness

11. Risk-taking: take a
controversial position
12. Risk-taking: give up
permanent contract

13. Risk-taking: resign
from job

14. Transformational

leadership
15. Red tape

16. Gender
(1 = female)

17. Age
18. Educational level
19. Contract hours

20. Contract type
(1 = flexible)

3.26

3.42

3.90

3.90
3.14

2.17
3.36
3.51
4.03
4.04
1.86

1.49

1.21

3.37

3.03
0.43

6.56
6.41
33.30
0.08

SD

0.69

0.79

0.57

0.61
0.77

0.74
0.84
0.80
0.61
0.70
0.35

0.50

0.41

0.69

0.88
0.50

2.14
172
6.47
0.28

0.433**

0.272**

0.300**
0.218**

0.094**

0.367**

0.303**
0.408**

0.154**

0:395%*
0.202**

0.303**

0.307*

0.334*

0.075**

0.142**
0.073**
0.110**
—0.002
0.040**

0.089**

—0.015

0.501**

—0.259%*
—0.008

0.115**
0:072%%
0.070**
0.025*

0.093**

0:2712*

0.081**

0.119**

—0.041**
—0.031*

0.119**
0.111**
0.086**
0.114**
0.190**

0.081**

0.052**

0.067**

0.037*
—0.069**

0.206**
0.128**
0.192**
0.074**
0.145*

0.146**

0.076**

0.146**

—0.136**
0.021

0.116**
0.133**
0.038**
0.000

0.038**

0.307**

0.103**

—0.003

0.056**
0.108**

—0.135**
—0.022*

—0.124**
—0.126**
—0.184**

—0.035**

—0.019

—0.036**

0.056**
0.125**

0.201**
0.104**
0.065**
0.089**

0.345**
0.195**
0.083**
0.161**

0.052**
0.210**
0.134**
—0.064**

0.120"*
0.048**
0.068**
0.066**

0.402**
0.193**
0.059**
0.168**

0.099**
0.010

—0.091**
0.042**

0.177**
0.170**
0.038**
0.200**

0.061**

0.044**

0.055**

—0.031**
0.123**

0.003
—0.031**
—0.017

0.006

0.171**
—0.080**
0.122%*

0.075**

0.086**

0.026**

0.049**
—0.023**

0.044**
0.052**
0.009
0.003

0.179**
—0.043**

0.008

0.000

0.114**

—0.054**
0.046**

0.012
—0.037**
—0.036**

0.008

10

—0.052**

—0.093**

—0.022

0.034**

—0.080**
0.138**

0.079**
—0.160**
—0.059**

0.036**

11

0.015

0.015

0.018

0.038*
—0.152**

0.096**
0.032*

0.091**
0.042**

12

0.170**

—0.033**

—0.011
0.097**

—0.348**
0.264**

—0.002
0.193**

13

0.004

0.005
0.094**

—0.021
0.026*

—0.036**
0.066**

14

=0.229**
—0.018*

—0.036**
—0.026**
0.009

0.028**

15

—0.154**

0.044**

0.020*

0.070**
—0.047**

16

—0.163**
0.064**
—0.321**
0.054**

17 18

—0.217%%
—0.014  0.042**
—0.327** 0.074**

19

—0.023**

*p < 0.05;*p < 0.01.
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Model 2a Model 2b

SE SE
Fixed effects
Intercept 5.566 0.067 82.736%%* 5.571 0069 80.226%+*
Level 1
Servant leadership 053 0.117 4564 051 0.120 4.263%*
Face-to-face communication 0.08 0.124 0.652 0.08 0.126 0.666
“Telephone communication =0.12 0.112 -1.099 —0.14 0.113 -1216
E-mail communication 0.03 0.120 0.280 0.03 0.122 0220
Videoconferencing 0.03 0.111 0.296 0.04 0.112 0335
WhatsApp communication —0.01 0.092 —0.01 0.093 —0.066
Generation =019 0.166 -0.22 0.169 —1.300
Servant leadership * generation ~004 0353 ~0.102
Face-to-face * generation ~041 0410 ~0987
Telephone * generation -031 0.286 ~1.065
E-mail * generation 031 0328 0953
Video * generation ~0.10 0319 ~0322
WhatsApp * generation 013 0.268 0477
Level 2
Servant leadership 37 0.143 2557 0.36 0.147 2453*
Face-to-face communication -0.06 0.118 =0.506 —0.05 0.121 =0.431
Telephone communication ~0.07 0115 ~0569 ~0.07 0118 —0623
E-mail communication 026 0.125 2.093* 0.24 0.131 1.799"
Videoconferencing =0.11 0.122 —0.896 =0.11 0.125 —0.883
WhatsApp communication 0.03 0.099 0.282 0.05 0.105 0.500

N=273, k =89. Generation (1=

en Y; 0=Gen X and Baby Boomers). p <0.10, #p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.
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Measures Pretest Posttest

M (SD) o (Mic) M (SD)

Service leadership at 854355 012
SLK 2768 (9.71) 0.94(030) 29.10(10.33) 0.95(0.35) 5.99% 0.03
SLA 487 (1052) 0.95(0.55) 496 (0.65) 0,96 (0.59) 533 0.03
SLB 467 (0.55) 0.95(052) 486 (0.64) 0.97(0.63) 20,74 0.09
Positive youth development attributes. 591kt o
CBC 458 (0.58) 0.90 (051) 479 (0.66) 0.93(0.61) 16.65%%% 0.08
Pl 440 (0.78) 0.86 (057) 461 (0.80) 0.89(0.63) [RERS 0.09
GPYD 454(053) 0.87(033) 465 (0.62) 0.88(0:39) 7.35% 0.04
TPYD 453 (0.55) 0.94(039) 469 (0.62) 0.96 (0.47) 15.50%%% 0.07
Life satisfaction 410 (0.:88) 0.92(0.69) 437 (0.92) 0.92(0.70) 20584+ 0.10

SLK, service leadership knowledge; SLA, service leadership atttude; SLB, service leadership behavior; CBC, cognitive-behavioral competence; P, positve identity; GPYD, general positive youth
development qualities; TPYD, total positive youth development score; and My, mean inter-item correlation; “adjusted Bonferroni value (0.017), ‘adjusted Bonferroni value (0.013); %p <0.05,
*p <0.01,and ***p <0.001.
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Occupational expertise
Anticipation and optimization
Internal employability
External employability
Occupational expertise
Personal flexibility
Anticipation and optimization
Internal employability
External employability
Occupational expertise
Anticipation and optimization
External employability
Occupational expertise
Personal flexibility
Anticipation and optimization
Occupational expertise
Anticipation and optimization
Internal employability
External employability

***p < 0.001.

Gender
Gender
Gender
Gender
Age
Age
Age
Age
Age

Educational level
Educational level
Educational level
Contract hours
Contract hours

Contract hours

Contract type
Contract type
Contract type
Contract type

B

—0.028
0.064
—0.048
—0.094
—0.083
—0.122
—0.333
—0.095
—0.186
0.219
0.073
0.032
0.086
0.048
0.066
—0.085
0.029
0.025
0.056
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x2 df x2/df CFI T RMSEA

One-factor model (18 items) 608.653 135 451 082 0.80 0114

Factor structure servant leaders|

Five-factor model (18 items) 411.220 125 329 0.89 0.87 0.092
Iterations factor structure servant leadership

Four-factor model (14 items)* 190331 71 268 094 092 0079
Higher-order four-factor model (14 items)* 204318 73 2.80 093 092 0.081
Measurement model servant leadership and job satisfaction

Higher-order servant leadership (14 items, 4 factors) and job satisfaction (4 items)* 304709 130 234 094 093 0070

73. CEI, Comparative Fit Index; TLI, Tucker Lewis Index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation. “This model consists of the original 18 items by Van Dicrendonck et al.
(2017). In this model, the authenticity dimension was not included.
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Measure Variance F ratio ICC(1)  ICC(2)

Face-to-face communication 0.84 024 0.90 072 032 EREES 041 068
“Telephone communication 0.68 033 0.90 050 037 223w 029 055
E-mail communication 071 031 0.90 053 038 228w 030 056
Video communication 072 030 0.90 053 038 199%5% 024 050
WhatsApp communication 0.64 031 0.90 041 035 227w 029 056
SD, standard deviation of r,, values. Variance estimations for moderate skew were based on calculation values from p.832) as used in the computational tool of

L #+p <0001,
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Variable Mean  SD i

1. Servant Leadership 172 071 0.92)

2. Communication Frequency 1259 328 on

3. Face-to-face Communication L61 050 0.05 048

4. Telephone Communi 270 Lot 0.02 077 033

5. E-mail Communication 32 099 0.10 078 01 0540

6. Videoconferencing 268 089 o1 0.68°* 0.20°% 0387 0438

7. WhatsApp Communication 238 109 010 069 0.09 0347 046 0347

8. Generation 054 050 0.06 0.04 0.04 ~000 ~001 003 007

9. Job Satisfaction 557 108 030 006 001 -002 013 002 007 -001  (090)

=273, %p <0.05, **p <0.01. Cronbachs alphas are displayed on the diagonal in parentheses. Generation is coded 1 (Gen Y) and 0 (Gen X and Baby Boomers).
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Model 1a Model 1b

SE SE
Fixed effects
Intercept 5573 0.069 806695+ 5573 0,069 803184+
Level 1
Servant leadership 055 0.114 4.830%* 055 0.117 4.663%**
Communication frequency ~001 0027 ~0390 ~001 0027 0376
Generation =020 0.162 -1.205 =0.20 0.163 -1.214
Servant leadership * generation 0.02 0341 0.044
Communication frequency * generation 003 0076 ~0.440
Level 2
Servant leadership 036 0.144 2.490* 036 0.146 2459*
‘Communication frequency 0.02 0.029 0833 0.03 0.029 0.857

N =273, k =89. Generation (1=Gen Y; 0=Gen X and Baby Boomers). *p <0.05, **p <0.01, **#p <0.001.
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Variable

1. Follower Age 34.55 11.67 (-)

2. Follower Gender® 1.54 0.49 0.02 (=)

3. Leader Age 44.23 11.16 0.42%* —0.05 (=)

4. Leader Gender® 1.32 0.47 —0.10 0.30** —0.27%* -)

5. Lengths of relationship (Dyad) 5.68 6.21 0:52%% 0.10 0.43** 0.00 =)

6. Adaptive Leadership Behavior (FR) 3.80 0.68 0.03 —0.00 —0.03 0.03 —0.11 (0.95)

7. Job Satisfaction (FR) 412 0.65 0.01 0.147 0.03 0.08 0.14 0.16* =)

8. Perc. Leader Effectiveness (FR) 4.05 0.68 0.01 —0.08 —0.11 0.01 —0.18T 0.78*%* 0.33*%* (0.84)

9. Perc. Employee Effectiveness (LR) 4.30 0.55 —0.03 0.09 0.05 —0.02 0.02 0.08 0.10 0.141 (0.80)

10. Leader’s Irritability (LR) 2.36 0.68 —0.02 0.02 —o0.16" 0.01 0.00 —0.14" 0.06 —0.10 —0.11 (0.82)

N =155,%p < 0.05.
*p <0.01. t<0.10.2Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female, 3 = diverse; FR, Follower Rating; LR, Leader Rating.
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha is displayed on the diagonal.
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ALBS item ' Component 1

Maintaining a toolbox of behavioral strategies

1. My supervisor’s leadership behavior varies in an appropriate way depending on the task. 0.51
2. My supervisor’s leadership behavior varies in an appropriate way depending on the subordinate. 0.43
3. My supervisor possesses a wide variety of leadership behaviors he/she can selectively apply. 0.75
4. My supervisor is not able to use a variety of complimentary behaviors (e.g., taking control but also sharing responsibilities). 0.54
5. My supervisor is able to focus on and manage the task at hand while keeping an eye on employee’s needs. 0.81
6. My supervisor knows how to support shared leadership, where leadership responsibility is evenly distributed among team members, whenever 0.79

the situation calls for it.

Accurately perceiving situational demands

7. My supervisor quickly grasps what kind of leadership behavior is optimal for a specific situation. 0.81
8. My supervisor realizes when his/her leadership style should change due to changes in the situation. 0.82
9. My supervisor often fails to recognize that his/her leadership behavior is not optimal for the situation at hand. 0.70
10. My supervisor does not adjust his/her leadership style if the external environment requires him/her to do so. 0.77
11. My supervisor tries to understand the needs of his/her subordinates and adjusts his/her responses in a fitting way. 0.81
12. My supervisor is able to continuously adjust his/her behavior to the right degree to the circumstances at hand. 0.88
13. My supervisor recognizes changes in task priorities and the need to modify his or her leadership behavior. 0.83
14. My supervisor does not recognize when shared (i.e., team leadership) instead of heroic leadership (i.e., by him/herself alone) is required. 0.63

Appropriate and flexible application

15. My supervisor reacts to unforeseen circumstances or problems with an appropriate response. 0.81
16. My supervisor is not able to behave in an adaptive way when confronted with changing conditions that require a change in 0.80
strategies/behaviors.

17. My supervisor adjusts his or her leadership behaviors to the demands of the specific situation 0.84
18. My supervisor rigidly uses one specific leadership style independent of changes in the Situation. 0.57
19. My supervisor is not able to provide direction to his/her subordinates in complex situations where no clear solutions exist. 0.75
20. My supervisor adapts his or her leadership behavior when unexpected events occur. 0.85
21. My supervisor is capable of adjusting his/her leadership style based on the needs of his/her subordinates. 0.90
22. My supervisor stays focused on the goal while remaining flexible in what leadership approaches, he/she uses to achieve the goal. 0.86
23. My supervisor easily switches between directive and shared leadership according to the actual situation. 0.80

Balancing opposing demands

24. My supervisor is able to balance opposite types of behavior (e.g., controlling vs. empowering) in a way that is appropriate for the 0.87
situation.

25. My supervisor is able to lead through difficulties, ambiguity and complexity. 0.85
26. My supervisor is able to balance various conflicting needs of different stakeholders. 0.83
27. My supervisor is not able to shift perspectives and view things from different angles. 0.56

N =201. Results of Principle Component Analysis of initial 27 items. 15 retained items are marked in bold lettering.
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ALBS item Component 1

1. My supervisor quickly grasps what kind of leadership behavior is optimal for a specific situation. (7) 0.81
2. My supervisor realizes when his/her leadership style should change due to changes in the situation. (8) 0.82
3. My supervisor tries to understand the needs of his/her subordinates and adjusts his/her responses in a fitting way. (11) 0.83
4. My supervisor recognizes changes in task priorities and the need to modify his or her leadership behavior. (13) 0.83
5. My supervisor is able to focus on and manage the task at hand while keeping an eye on employee’s needs. (5) 0.78
6. My supervisor is able to continuously adjust his/her behavior to the right degree to the circumstances at hand. (12) 0.87
7. My supervisor is capable of adjusting his/her leadership style based on the needs of his/her subordinates. (21) 0.87
8. My supervisor is able to balance opposite types of behavior (e.g., controlling vs. empowering) in a way that is appropriate for the situation. (24) 0.82
9. My supervisor is able to lead through difficulties, ambiguity and complexity. (25) 0.85
10. My supervisor is able to balance various conflicting needs of different stakeholders. (26) 0.82
11. My supervisor reacts to unforeseen circumstances or problems with an appropriate response. (15) 0.79
12. My supervisor adjusts his or her leadership behaviors to the demands of the specific situation (17) 0.84
13. My supervisor adapts his or her leadership behavior when unexpected events occur. (20) 0.81
14. My supervisor stays focused on the goal while remaining flexible in what leadership approaches, he/she uses to achieve the goal. (22) 0.83
15. My supervisor easily switches between directive and shared leadership according to the actual situation. (23) 0.78
N = 311. Results of Principle Component Analysis in Study 2 confirm the one-factor solution with 15 items. Corresponding item numbers of initial 27 item scale are displayed between brackets

behind respective item.
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No. Cluster Number of statements  Mean bridging value  Bridging value range

1 Improvement and results 10 054 039-065
2 Digital technologies 7 049 029-072
3 Cooperation 8 0.86 0.62-1.00
4 Self 29 0.07 002-022
5 Change and ambivalence 12 020 007-036

6 Others 18 0.28 0.06-0.62
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No. Lowest-rated statement  Highest-rated statement SD Cluster

n Humbleness 307 085 Self

35 Knowledge of digital tools, assets, 327 085 Digital technologies
Software, and hardware

39 Investing in external cooperation 334 079 Cooperation
regarding
enforcement in digital environments

8 Integrity 487 034 self

31 Trust 4.60 049 self

59 Empower people 453 050 Others
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No. Cluster Mean SD

1 Improvement and results 377 0.26
2 Digital technologies 369 021
3 Cooperation 388 034
4 Self 414 032
5 Change and ambivalence 408 020

6 Others 424 018
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Augustinian leadership

Servant leadership

Transformational
leadership

Leader-member
exchange theory of
leadership

Nature of theory

Role of leader

Role of follower

Moral component
Moral contents

Outcomes expected

Individual level

Interpersonal level

Group level

Organizational level

Societal level

Normative

To create a lasting, successful

community

“To serve the communal goals

Explicit
Veracity, moral development

Affective commitment, employee
well-being, organizational success

and endurance
Desire to build community

Leader empathically helps follower
develop

Leader creates boundary
conditions within which members

act autonomously
Leader strives for satisfactory
profit to maintain the community
Leader guides society through

dialogue and justice

Adapted from Barbuto and Wheeler (2006).

Normative

To serve followers

“To become wiser, freer, more.

autonomous
Explicit
Moral development

Follower satisfaction, and

commitment to service, so

betterment
Desire to serve

Leader serves follower

Leader serves group to serve

members' needs

Leader prepares organization to
serve community
Leader leaves a positive legacy for

the betterment of society

Normative

“To inspire followers to pursue

organizational goals

“To pursue organizational goals

Unspecified
Unspecified

Goal congruence, increased effort,
satisfaction, and productivity,

organizational gain
Desire to lead

Leader inspires follower

Leader unites group to pursue group

goals

Leader unites followers to pursue
organizational goals
Leader inspires nation or society to

pursue articulated goals

Descriptive

“To develop positive

relationships with followers

“To develop positive

relationships with leaders
Unspecified
Unspecified

High LMX-satisfaction,

‘mutual trust, increased effort

Desire to relate

Leader exchanges with

follower
Leader develops different
exchanges with each person

Unspecified

Unspecified
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Dark leadership
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Anticipation and optimization
Personal flexibility
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Variables

LH 0091 | 0020 | 0.117** | 0193 | 0060 | 0.249*
PROH 0659 | 0028 | 0625* | 0666 | 0029 | 0632
CONTR —0.021 | 0024 | —0022 | 0085 | 0064 | 0.090
LH* CONTR —0.023 | 0013 | —0.190
SEX —0.124 | 0059 | —0.055* | —0.126 | 0.058 | —0.055"
AGR 0018 | 0005 | 0131* | 0018 | 0005 | 0.127*
EDU 0088 | 0031 | 0073 | 0084 | 0031 | 0070*
MAY —0.083 | 0070 | —0.036 | —0083 | 0070 | —0036
YEAR 0007 | 0005 | 0041 0007 | 0005 | 0043
R 0518 0520

AR? 0.002

(1) *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. (2) TS: LH, leader humor; PROH, prohibitive voice; PROM,

promotive voice radical creativity; CONTR, contradictory thinking.
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Variables

LH 0223 0.024 0.303** 0.236 0.025 0.304** 0213 0.024 0.295** 0.208 0.023 0.295**
SEX. —0.384 0.071 —0.178* —0.379 0.074 —0.167** —0.233 0.072 —0.110** —0.190 0.070 —0.092**
AGR 0.027 0.006 0207+ 0.037 0.006 0.264** 0.003 0.006 0.022 0.008 0.006 0.059
EDU —0.060 0.038 —0.053 0.050 0.040 0.042 0.038 0.039 0.034 0.095 0.038 0.087*
MAY 0.121 0.087 0.055 —0.004 0.090 —0.002 0.084 0.088 0.039 0.094 0.085 0.045
YEAR —0.007 0.006 —0.043 0.002 0.006 0.011 0.014 0.006 0.093 0.009 0.006 0.062
ADR2 0.167 0.194 0.117 0.123

(1) *p < 0.05;**p < 0.01. (2) TS: LH, leader humor; PROH, proh:

¢ voice; PROM, promotive voice; RC, radical creativity; I, incremental creati

ity; MAR, marital status.
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Variables

LH 0.073 0.020 0.099** —0.148 | 0.058 —0.201*
PROM 0.607 | 0.026 0.640** 0.604 0.026 0.637**
CONTR 0.065 | 0.023 0.072** | —0.163 | 0.060 | —0.181**
LH* CONTR 0.050 0.012 0.428**
SEX —0.160 | 0.056 —0.074 —0.151 0.056 | —0.070**
AGR 0.006 0.005 0.048 0.007 0.005 0.054
EDU —0.085 | 0.030 | —0.074* | —0.076 | 0.029 —0.066*
MAY 0.123 0.067 0.056 0.120 0.066 0.055
YEAR —0.009 | 0.005 —0.060 | —0.010 | 0.005 | —0.065*
R? 0.506 0.516

AR? 0.010*

(1) *p < 0,05 **p < 0.01. (2) TS: LH, leader humor; PROH, prohibitive voice; PROM,

promotive voice radical creativity; CONTR, contradictory thinking.
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Learning climate facilitation - > Occupational expertise 016 0.09 179 002 0.07
Learning climate faciltation - > Anticipation and optimization 025 005 462 0.06 0.00
Learning climate facilitation - > Personal flexibility 019 005 348 003 0.00
Learning climate facilitation - > Corporate sense 021 0.06 368 004 0.00
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Variables Means (SD)

ILH 4.47 (145)

2 PROH 4.62 (1.07) 0295

3PROM 4.86 (1.13) 0302 | 0.692%*

4 CONTR 437 (1.18) 0.117* | 0.111%* 0.050

508 1.53 (0.50) —0.094** | —0.162" | —0.178" | 0.105**

6RC 4.54(1.05) 0204* | 0523 | 0567* | 0162 | —0.094

71C 4.95 (1.02) 0297* | 0512 | 0604* | 0.090** | —0.155" | 0634

8 SEX 1.57 (0.50) —0.070" | —0.183* | —0.197** | 0037 | 0172* | —0.139** | —0.132**

9 AGR 31.95 (8.06) —0.064 | 0.199% | 0245 | —0054 | —0075* | 0.077* 0.093** 0.002

10 EDU 254 (0.94) 0.096* | —0.010 | 0078* | —0.067 | —0296"  0.067 0115 | —0225" | —0.112*

11 MARY 1.62 (0.49) —0.097°* | 0127 | 0107 | —0.025 | —0.010 0.044 0053 0056 0569" | —0.152%*
12 YEAR 5.97 (6.94) —0.070" | 0092** | 048" | 0054 | 0162* | 0099 | 0085 —0.035 | 0600 | —0.124* | 0.347**

(1) *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed). (2) TS: LH, leader humor; PROH, prohibitive voice; PROM, promotive voice; CONTR, contradiction; OS, ownership; RC, radical creativity; I1C,
incremental creativity; MAR, marital status.
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Country mber of articles

The Netherlands 6
China, Germany, Greece, Italy, and 2
Poland

Belgium, Costa Rica, Great Britain, 1

Indonesia, Japan, Norway, Pakistan, and
South Korea

Unspecified 2

Some studies collected data in multiple countries, and thus the total number of articles
in combination with the countries in which the studies were conducted exceeded the 17
included articles.
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Research design
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Conceptualization of

Conceptualization of

Theories used in
research frameworks

leadership

employability

Van der o The Netherlands o Quantitative cross-sectional | Employees/supervisors pairs o Perceived supervisors’ o Perceived employees’ Job demands-resources (JD-R)
Heijden and o One large Dutch building survey research (n=303) transformational leadership employability measured using theory (Bakker and Demerouti,
Bakker (2011) company o Mediation research model assessed using employee ratings supervisor ratings for a 2017)
o Five of the nine original maximum of three employees

subscales (45 items) from © Van der Heijde and Van der

Alimo-Metcalfe and Heijden (2006)’s 47-item,

Alban-Metcalfe (2001)’s 5-factor employability

transformational leadership instrument; o ranged from 0.83

questionnaire; o ranged from t0 0.95 within dimensions

0.82t0 0.95
Camps and o Costa Rica o Quantitative cross-sectional | Employees (n = 795) o Perceived Head of Department Perceived employees employability | Social exchange theory (SET;
Rodriguez o One large university survey research leader’s transformational measured using Van der Heijdeand | Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005;
(2011) Two-level data structure leadership assessed using Van der Heijden (2006)’s 47-item, Blau, 2017)

Department-level (n = 75)
Employee-level
Moderated mediation
model

lecturers  and professors’ ratings
Perceived transformational
leadership measured using
Podsakoff et al. (1990)’s
5-dimensional scale (18 items)

5-factor employability instrument

Van der Heijde
and Van der
Heijden (2014)

The Netherlands One large
Dutch building company

Quantitative cross-sectional
survey research

Main effect research model
Multi-source data
collection

Employees (1 = 314)
Immediate supervisors (n
=334)
Employee/supervisor pairs
(n = 290)

Perceived supervisors’
transformational leadership
assessed using employee ratings
Five of the nine original
subscales (45 items) of
Alimo-Metcalfe and
Alban-Metcalfe (2001)’s
transformational leadership
questionnaire; a ranged from
0.82t00.95

o Perceived employees’
employability assessed using
both self-ratings and supervisor
ratings of Van der Heijde and
Van der Heijden (2006)’s
47-item, five-factor
employability instrument; o
ranged from 0.78 to 0.90 for
self-ratings, and 0.83 to 0.95 for
supervisor ratings

Authors revealed no theory for
explaining the findings.

Van Harten o The Netherlands o Quantitative cross-sectional | Employees (n = 1,626): o Perceived supervisors’ support o Perceived employees Authors revealed no theory for
etal. (2016) o Three Dutch non-academic survey research o Nursing staff (39%), of employees’ wellbeing and employability measured using explaining the findings.
hospitals o Mediated research model medical office assistants or functioning assessed using Knies two constructs:
clerical staff (25%), and Leisink (2014)’s 4-item scale; | o Thijssen and Walter (2006)’s
non-nursing medical o was 091 3-dimension, 9-item, up-to-date
employees (24%), middle o Perceived supervisors’ support expertise scale; o was 0.78, and
or higher managers or staff of employees’ development willingness to change assessed
members (12%). assessed using Knies and Leisink using a 4-item scale based on
(2014)’s 4-item scale; ot was 0.87 Wittekind et al. (2010) and Van
Dam (2004); o was 0.71
Bozionelos o Greece, Italy, and Poland o Quantitative cross- Information technology (IT) Perceived mentoring receipt Perceived employees’ employability | Authors revealed no theory for
etal. (2016) o Small and medium-sized sectional survey design professionals (n = 207) from | assessed using Dreher and Ash assessed using supervisor ratings of | explaining the findings.
enterprises (SMEs) o Moderated mediation Greece (n = 50), Italy (n = (1990)’s 5-item scale; @ was 0.83 Van der Heijde and Van der
model 43),and Poland (n = 114) Heijden (2006)’s 47-item, 5-factor
o Multi-source data employability instrument; o ranged
collection: IT professionals from 0.81 to 0.92 within
and line managers dimensions
Struzyna and o Unspecified o Quantitative cross- o Employees (n = 566) o Perceived quality of o Perceived employees LMX (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995)
Marzec (2017) | o Several public sectional survey design specified by public supervisor-employee employability measured using an
organizations: o Mediated model organizations: relationships (i.e., LMX) 8-dimensional constructed scale,

Bottcher et al.
(2018)

Municipal/commune
centers of culture (n = 14)
Public health care units (n
=14)

County labor offices (n =
14)

Municipal/commune units
of social assistance (n = 14)
Primary schools (n = 14)
Commune centers for
family support (n = 44)
Municipal commune offices
(n=33)

.

Germany
Two organizational units in
one large German
automotive company

o Quantitative cross-
sectional survey design
o Moderated model

Municipal/commune
centers of culture (n = 80)
Public health care units (n
=80)

County labor offices (n =
80)

Municipal/commune units
of social assistance (1 = 80)
Primary schools (n = 80)
Commune centers for
family support (n = 80)
Municipal commune offices
(n=86)

White-collar employees (n =
1,006)

measured using Liden and
Maslyn (1998)’s scale

o Perceived transformational
leadership was measured with a
constructed scale based on scales
developed by Hartog et al.
(1997) and Avolio et al. (1999).

Perceived transformational
leadership assessed using a
20-item, multi-dimensional
German version of the
Multifactor Leadership Scale 5X
short (Felfe, 2006), developed by
Bass (1985)

o This multi-dimensional scale
contains five dimensions (each
dimension assesses 4 items), (I)
idealized influence attribute, (II)
idealized influence behavior,
(I11) inspirational motivation,
(IV) intellectual stimulation, and
(V) individual consideration; o
ranged from 0.80 to 0.91, and
0.96 for the overall scale

.

drawing from Van der Heijde
and Van der Heijden (2006)’s
47-item, 5-factor employability
instrument

The scale contains the
dimensions of social
competences, ability to adjust to
changes, civic competences,
knowledge and professional
skill, ability to maintain balance,
ethical competences, pro-active
professional attitude,
anticipatory strive for
professional development

.

Perceived employability
measured using Rothwell and
Arnold (2007)’s 11-item scale,
which contains sub-dimensions
internal employability (four
items; & = 0.55) and external
employability (seven items; & =
0.79)

Authors revealed no theory for
explaining the findings.

Bhattacharya
and Neclam
(2018)

Unspecified One business
school Two large
multinational conglomerates,
two retail companies, two
financial services companies
and three IT companies

o Mixed-method research
design with two data
collections: first was a
quantitative survey and
second was
semi-structured, in-depth
interviews

Multi-source data
collection

© Quantitative survey: first
year students/interns (n =
110) from human
resources, sales/marketing,
operations, and finance
Qualitative research using
semi-structured, in-depth
interviews among 14 pairs
of students/interns and
their mentors from two
large multinational
conglomerates (1 = 4), two
retail companies (1 = 2),
two financial services
companies (1 = 2), and
three IT companies (n = 6)

Characteristics of supervisors that
leads to intern’s satisfaction from
LMX-perspective.

Intern’s satisfaction in terms of
future employability

LMX (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995)

Yizhong et al.

e China

Quantitative survey with

Employees (n = 760) who

o Perceived transformational

o Perceived employability assessed

e Job  characteristics  theory

(2019) o Organizations in industries two waves of data collection | worked under line manager leadership assessed using the using Rothwell and Arnold (Hackman and Oldham, 1975)
such as construction, o Mediated model for more than 1 year 20-item, 5-dimensional (2007)’s 10-item scale, which o Social exchange theory (SET;
manufacturing, finance, Multifactor Leadership Scale contains sub-dimensions Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005;
insurance, and (Bass and Avolio, 1995). internal and external Blau, 2017)
communications o This 5-dimension scale contains employability; o was 0.882 for o LMX (Graen and Uhl-Bien,
dimensions (I) idealized the overall scale 1995)
influence attribute, (II) idealized
influence behavior, (I11)
inspirational motivation, (IV),
intellectual stimulation, and (V)
individual consideration; & was
0.938 for the overall scale
Chughtai o Pakistan o Quantitative cross- Full-time employees (n = Perceived servant leadership Perceived employability measured Authors revealed no theory for
(2019) o One large food and sectional survey design 176) who worked in the head | measured using Liden et al. using De Vos and Soens (2008)’s explaining the findings.
beverage company o Mediated model office (2015)'s 7-item servant leadership | 3-item scale; ot was 0.84
scale; o was 0.86
Van der o The Netherlands o Quantitative cross- Academic employees across Perceived LMX measured using Perceived employability measured | o Job demands-resources (JD-R)
Heijden and o One University sectional survey design science, technology, Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995)s using Van der Heijde and Van der theory (Bakker and Demerouti,
Spurk (2019) o Moderated model engineering and mathematics, | 7-item scale; o was 0.92 Heijden (2006)’s 47-item, 5-factor 2017)
and social science disciplines employability instrument; a ranged | o Conservation  of  resources
(n=139) from 0.79 to 0.92 within (COR) theory from Hobfoll
dimensions (1989)
o LMX (Graen and Uhl-Bien,
1995)
Wangetal. o China o Quantitative survey design Employees (n = 283) Perceived servant leadership Perceived employability measured Authors revealed no theory for
(2019) e One internet technology with two waves of data measured using Liden et al. using Eby et al. (2003)’s 6-item explaining the findings.
company collection (2015)’s 7-item servant leadership scale; o was 0.89
e Moderated mediation scale; o was 0.89
model
Stoffers et al. o Belgium and the o Quantitative cross- o Employees/immediate Perceived LMX measured using Perceived employability measured | LMX (Gracn and Uhl-Bien, 1995)
(2019) Netherlands sectional survey design supervisor pairs: Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995)’s using Van der Heijde and Van der
o Small and medium-sized o Moderated mediation o Belgian sample (1 = 105) 7-item, multi-dimensional scale, Heijden (2006)’s 47-item, 5-factor
enterprises (SMEs) model o Dutch sample (n =4 87) which contains dimensions respect employability instrument; « ranged
(two items, o 0.70 to 0.76), trust in the Belgian sample from 0.75 to
(two items, & 0.61 to 0.69), 0.90, and in the Dutch sample from
obligation (two items, & 0.74 to 0.78 t0 0.91
0.75), and relationship quality (one
item)
Park (2020) o South Korea o Quantitative cross- Employees (1 = 257) Perceived LMX measured using Perceived employability measured | LMX (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995)

Gustari and

One life insurance
company

.

Indonesia

.

sectional survey design
Main-effects model

Quantitative cross-sectional

Permanent (n = 170).

Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995)’s
7-item scale; o was 0.768

Perceived transformational

using Van der Heijden etal.
(2018)’s 22-item, short-form,
5-factor employability instrument;
o ranged from 0.790 to 0.892
within dimensions

Perceived employability measured

No information about used theory

Widodo o Three private survey design leadership assessed using a using a 10-item scale based on Van | to embed the findings within
(2020) higher-education o Mediated model modified, multi-dimensional, der Heijde and Van der Heijden theory
institutions 12-item scale based on Bass and (2006)’s 5-dimension scale; o was
Avolio (1990b); & was 0.966 0.875
Epitropaki e Germany, Greece, Italy, e Quantitative cross- Information and Follower- and leader-rated Follower/employee-rated and Sponsorship theory (Rosenbaum,
etal. (2021) Norway, Poland, The sectional survey design communication technology perceived LMX measured usingan | leader-rated perceived 1979 Wayne et al., 1999)
Netherlands, and the o Moderated mediation (ICT) employees (n = 1,127) adapted 7-item version of LMX-7 employability measured using both
United Kingdom model and 988 supervisors (n = (Scandura and Graen, 1984; Graen leaders and followers from Van der
o Small and medium-sized 988); leader-follower dyads (1 | and Uhl-Bien, 1995); & was 0.88 for | Heijden et al. (2018)’s 22-item,
enterprises (SMEs) =967) follower-rated LMX and 0.85 for short-form, 5-factor employability
leader-rated LMX instrument; composite o was 0.89
for follower-rated employability
and 0.94 for leader-rated
employability
Matsuo (2022) | e Japan o Quantitative survey design | Nurses and assistant nurses (n | Perceived supervisor support for Perceived employability measured | o Job demands-resources (JD-R)

One acute care hospital

with two waves of data
collection
© Mediated model

=221)

strengths use (PSSSU) was assessed
using Keenan and Mostert (2013)’s
8-item scale; v was 0.97

using De Cuyper et al. (2011)’s
4-item scale; o was 0.84

theory (Bakker and Demerouti,
2017)

o Positive psychology (Seligman,
2019)
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Inclusion criteria Motivation

Empirical studies on the
influence of supervisors’
leadership (e.g, managers,
mentors, and coaches on
employees’ employability.

Peer-reviewed journals Explicitly identify validated knowledge
(Podsakoff et al, 2005).

Content types Published empirical articles in peer-reviewed
journals, conference articles, books, and book
chapters

Type of data Quantitative and qualitative data

Subjects Employability, perceived employability, and
leadership

Contexts and participants Employees and supervisors in work
contexts

Publication date No restriction

Language English or Dutch

Exclusion criteria Exclusion criteria Motivation

Language: non-English or Dutch | Lack of resources for clear translation

Content types Repetitive articles such as reviews
and opinion articles. Scale construction
articles






