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The buffering role of servant leadership on the relationship between organizational 

politics and employee task performance and citizenship behaviors.

 

Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to examine whether servant leadership buffers the 

negative relationship between perceived organizational politics (POP) and employee 

performance outcomes.  

Design/methodology/approach: Time-lagged multi source data were collected from 236 

supervisor-subordinate dyads in a public sector university in Pakistan. Servant leadership, POP, 

and several control variables were measured in subordinates at time 1, and supervisor ratings 

of organization citizenship behaviors and task performance were measured at time 2. The 

authors performed moderated multiple regression analysis to test the hypotheses underpinning 

the study. 

Findings: Findings revealed that POP was negatively related to employee task performance, 

and two types of organization citizenship behavior (individual and organizational). Findings 

also revealed that servant leadership attenuated the negative effect of POP on employee task 

performance, and the two types of organization citizenship behavior. 

Originality/value: This is the first study conducted in the South Asian context that has 

examined whether, and how, servant leadership buffers the negative effects of POP on 

employee task performance and organization citizenship behavior. 

Managerial implications: Servant leadership is particularly important in organizational 

cultures characterized by high politics therefore managers seeking to enhance task performance 

and citizenship behavior in employees should adopt this style of leadership if possible. 

Key words: Perceived politics, servant leadership, task performance, OCB-I and OCB-O. 
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1. Introduction

The outcomes of highly political behavior within organizations have received growing 

attention in the organizational behavior literature over the previous few decades. Defined as 

socially-oriented, strategic, and self-serving behavior (Ferris et al., 1989), that is often 

illegitimate and power-focused (Mintzberg, 1983), high levels of perceived organizational 

politics (POP) in organizations has been found to be problematic for multiple reasons. Not only 

are organizational cultures characterized by high POP unpleasant to work in, as evidenced by 

low job satisfaction (Abbas et al., 2014; Ferris et al., 2002), but they also serve to increase 

turnover intentions amongst staff (Change et al., 2009), reduce task performance (Palmer et 

al., 2020), lower organizational citizenship behaviors (Jordan et al., 2018; Randall et al., 1999), 

and have negative effects on job commitment amongst employees (Miller et al., 2008). 

Given the negative impact of high POP on employee attitudes and performance outcomes, 

several researchers have sought to explore whether some factors reduce, or even exacerbate, 

the deleterious effects of high POP. For example, across two studies Kacmar et al. (2007) found 

that high POP predicted low work effort when employees had low (but not high) quality 

relationships with their supervisor. In another study, Breaux et al., (2009) found that felt 

accountability resulted in lower levels of job satisfaction in the presence of high perceived 

politics. Other studies have explored mediators of POP on employee outcomes; Rosen (2006) 

for example demonstrated that morale mediated the relationship between POP and employee 

outcomes such as in-role performance and two types of organizational citizenship behaviors 

(i.e. individual and organizational), and Rosen et al., (2009) demonstrated that psychological 

contract breach mediated the relationships between POP and employee attitudinal outcomes 

such as job satisfaction and commitment.  

Researchers have also explored how leadership behaviors are associated with POP, and 

whether some leader behaviors serve to buffer the negative outcomes of POP. For example, 
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Harris and Kacmar (2005) found that a range of positive leader attributes (e.g. participative 

decision making, effective communication) had buffering effects on the negative impacts of 

POP on employee strain. Similarly, Poon (2006) found that employee trust in their supervisor 

positively predicted willingness to help coworkers, but only when they perceived low levels of 

organizational politics. Another relevant study, exploring the consequences of low quality 

(LMX) relationships between leaders and employees, found that high POP was particularly 

problematic in the context of low quality LMX relationships (Kacmar et al., 2007). 

While these studies demonstrate that positive attributes and behaviors in leaders may 

buffer the negative effects of POP on numerous employee outcomes, they fall short of 

exploring whether specific styles of leadership have efficacy in the context of high POP. We 

suggest that this omission represents a limitation in the literature, because leadership-relevant 

behaviors do not occur in a vacuum; instead, leadership behaviors are known to cluster in 

predictable ways reflecting much broader leadership styles (see Zacarro et al., 2018, for a 

review of the relationships between leader traits, styles, behaviors, and outcomes).  Moving 

beyond specific behaviors and leader attributes therefore, an important and as yet unexplored 

question relates to whether broader leadership styles (e.g. transformational leadership, 

authentic leadership, ethical leadership etc.) have buffering effects on the relationship between 

POP and employee outcomes. In this study, we focus on the potential buffering effects of 

servant leadership on POP which, for the reasons we outline below, is a leadership style likely 

to offer benefits for employees working in the context of high POP.

Servant leadership (SL) can be defined as “the natural feeling that one has of desiring to 

serve others. It seeks to develop individuals who ensure that others’ needs are met, and 

advocates a group-orientated approach to decision-making as a means of strengthening 

institutions and society” (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 27). It has been well documented in the leadership 

literature over the past few decades, whereby the focus of research on leadership is changing 
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from leader-centric perspectives (e.g. transformational leadership) towards those that take more 

of a relationship and/or follower-focused perspective (Avolio et al., 2009). According to widely 

accepted theoretical accounts of servant leadership, the primary focus of servant leaders is on 

the growth and development of their followers (Luthans and Avolio, 2003), which is said to 

play a pivotal role in creating servant cultures and trustworthy relationships in organizations. 

In this paper, we adopt the conceptualization of servant leadership as presented by Barbuto, 

and Wheeler (2006), which describes five dimensions of servant leadership including: altruistic 

calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping and organizational stewardship 

(Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). 

In proposing that servant leadership will minimize the negative effects of POP on several 

employee outcomes, we draw from the influential conservation of resources theory (COR). We 

essentially posit that servant leaders will be a valuable resource to employees in highly political 

environments, and serve to counteract the consequences of resource threat more broadly. In 

testing this focal hypothesis, we anticipate our study will make two important contributions to 

the literature. First, theoretically, it will advance knowledge on known buffers of POP on 

employee outcomes, by determining whether a broader leadership style (servant leadership) is 

beneficial employees in highly political environments. Second, practically, it may guide 

managers towards adopting an effective style of leadership (servant leadership) in 

organizational cultures characterized by highly political behaviors. 

Insert figure 1 about here
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2. Literature review and development of hypotheses

Organizational politics is prevalent to varying degrees across all organizations. Political 

activities are generally regarded as self-serving behaviors that are not sanctioned by the 

organization (Ferris et al., 1989; Mintzberg, 1983; Kacmar and Baron 1999). As noted earlier, 

POP has been found to predict a range of deleterious workplace outcomes including high 

turnover intentions, high employee stress, low organizational productivity, low job satisfaction 

and low organizational commitment (Ferris et al., 1989; Kacmar and Baron, 1999; Randall, et 

al., 1999).  Notably, a meta-analysis based on 79 independent samples reported strong negative 

relationships between POP and job satisfaction and organizational commitment, and moderate 

positive relationships between POP, job stress and turnover intentions (Miller et al., 2008). 

Adopting the terminology of contemporary stress theories (e.g. Hobfoll, 1989; Cavanaugh et 

al., 2000) these findings indicate that POP acts as a hindrance stressor in employees, in that it 

hinders employee’s capacity to achieve goals and gain resources within the workplace.    

Studies have also demonstrated differential effects of POP on employee outcomes 

across national cultures. For example, Vigoda (2000) found that the negative impact of 

organizational politics was more pronounced for British employees than Israeli employees. 

British employees were more likely to intend to quit, less likely to be satisfied, and felt less 

loyal to their employer in response to high POP, relative to Israeli employees. Similarly, a study 

conducted in Pakistan found that POP negatively predicted employee job satisfaction and job 

performance, and positively predicted turnover intention (Abbas et al., 2014). A study 

conducted in North America found that POP was negatively associated with employee 

attitudinal outcomes such as job satisfaction and turnover intention, and employee behavioral 

outcomes such as organizational citizenship behaviors and work efforts (Jordan et al., 2018). 

Overall, given the threat high POP presents to employee resources, and the very well-

established negative outcomes of POP, there is little doubt from existing studies that POP is 
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not conducive to a range of employee attitudinal and performance outcomes. Hence, our first 

set of hypotheses seeks to replicate these established findings from the literature, prior to 

building on these direct relationships in proposing moderated effects in the next section. In our 

hypotheses, we focus on the impact of POP on organizational citizenship behaviors (individual 

and organization directed) as well as employee task performance, because, as we outline in the 

next section, we suggest that the negative impact of POP on these variables in particular will 

be minimized by servant leadership.

H1a. POP will be negatively related to individual directed citizenship behaviors (OCB-I). 

H1b. POP will be negatively related to organization directed citizenship behaviors (OCB-O).  

H1c. POP will be negatively related to employee task performance.  

2.1 Moderating effect of servant leadership

Servant leadership is a holistic approach to leadership that is said to engage followers along 

various dimensions, including ethical, relational, emotional and spiritual dimensions, which 

empowers followers to realize their potential (Eva et al., 2019). The ethical and altruistic 

orientations of servant leadership were first introduced by Greenleaf (1977), who argued that 

the first and foremost priority of servant leaders is to develop followers (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Further to the work of Greenleaf, the former chairman of the Greenleaf Center for Servant 

Leadership, Larry Spears, described servant leadership as “a model that identifies serving 

others-including employees, customers, and community-as the number one priority” (Spears, 

2002, p. 4). Servant leaders see it as their “moral responsibility” to go the extra mile for the 

success of their organization and its stakeholders, including the employees, customers, and 

others (Ehrhart, 2004). Indeed, more recent work on servant leadership also emphasizes the 

ethical and altruistic orientations of servant leaders, and point out that leaders who are 
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motivated to serve others, show higher concern for the needs of others (Van Dierendonk, 2011; 

Eva et al., 2019). 

As noted earlier, in this paper we adopt the conceptualization of servant leadership as 

presented by Barbuto, and Wheeler (2006), which describes five dimensions of servant 

leadership including altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping and 

organizational stewardship). We note however that this conceptualization overlaps strongly 

with other common models of servant leadership (e.g. Liden et al., 2015; van Dierendonck et 

al., 2017).  Altruistic calling can be regarded as the crux of servant leadership and the corner 

stone of servant leadership theory (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006); it refers to the conscious 

choice to serve others in one’s organization and community (Greenleaf, 1977). As described 

earlier, servant leaders are ‘other-centered’ and they put their followers’ interests above their 

personal interests and are always ready to sacrifice their own will for their 

followers/organization. This characteristic of servant leaders is thought to enhance their 

followers’ trust in them, and which ultimately transforms their relationships with followers into 

high-quality exchange relationships (Barbuto and Hayden, 2011). The second dimension of 

servant leadership, termed emotional healing, reflects that attribute of servant leaders that is 

committed to helping followers in recovering from trauma, hardships, and unwanted situations 

(Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). Being high in emotional healing also means that servant leaders 

are highly compassionate and sensitive towards their followers (Liden et al., 2008) and create 

a servant culture whereby their followers are comfortable discussing their personal and 

professional problems with each other and with their leader (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). The 

third dimension of servant leadership, wisdom, is regarded as fundamental to the creation and 

maintenance of effective leader-follower relationships. Wisdom refers the capability of a 

servant leader to analyze their current environment, extract the appropriate signals from the 

situation, and make judgements about potential consequences based on their observations 
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(Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). Fourth, servant leaders are high in persuasive mapping, which 

is defined as the ability of the servant leader to use his/her mental models and sound reasoning 

to support and encourage others (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). Persuasive mapping is said to 

help in fostering LMX relationships, because, consistent with empirical research, persuasion-

based relationships are more productive than authority-based relationships (Druskat and 

Pescosolido, 2002). And lastly, organizational stewardship represents the efforts of a leader to 

prepare an organization for making positive contributions towards the broader community 

through community development and outreach programs (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). 

Through organizational stewardship therefore, servant leaders promote organizational trust, 

organizational justice, citizenship behaviors and collaboration (Parris and Peachey, 2013). 

Extant literature shows that political behaviors are self-serving and are generally 

undertaken to promote one’s personal agenda at the cost of other’s valued resources (Rosen et 

al., 2017; Ferris et al., 1989). Employees have been found to consider highly political 

environments as representing a contract breach from their organization, that negatively 

influences their perceived fairness (Yang, 2017), job satisfaction, commitment, in-role 

performance and citizenship behaviors (Ammeter et al., 2002; Abbas et al., 2014; Randal et 

al., 1999). However, previous research has also demonstrated that high LMX relationships, 

participative decision making, supervisor communication, personal resources, and employee 

and supervisor grit work as buffer to the effects of POP on employee attitudinal and behavioral 

outcomes (Jordan et al., 2018; Yang, 2017; Harris and Kacmar 2005). Taking this research 

stream one step further, this study focuses on the potential buffering effect of servant leadership 

on the POP-employee in-role performance and their citizenship behaviors.  

In proposing that servant leadership can buffer the negative effects of POP on employee 

outcomes, we draw from the influential Conservation of Resource (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 

1989). COR theory postulates that individuals, when encountering stress (i.e. due to 
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loss/potential loss of resources and/or lack of resource gain), will invest existing resources in 

order to protect against loss, potential loss and/or lack of gain (Hobfoll, 1989). We argue that 

in highly political organizations, employees will frequently face threats of resource loss, and 

also face uncertainty about the likelihood of resource gain. Specifically, a culture characterised 

by self-serving, illegitimate, power-focused behavior will threaten a range of internal and 

external resources (e.g. reliable knowledge, peer support, job stability etc.). We argue that 

servant leaders – who are known to derive satisfaction from serving others, including 

followers/employees, customers and the extended community (Speers, 2002; Hale and Fields, 

2007) – are likely to operate as a particularly beneficial resource for employees in the context 

of POP.

In addition to our theoretical arguments, existing empirical research also aligns with 

our suggestion that servant leadership may buffer the negative effects of POP on employee 

outcomes. For example, high LMX relationships are known to be one outcome of servant 

leadership, and LMX has been found to buffer the negative effects of POP several employee 

outcomes (Barbuto and Hayden, 2011; Liden et al., 2008; Ehrhart, 2004). Furthermore, other 

research has demonstrated that when followers perceive their leader are concerned for them 

(i.e. another aspect of servant leadership), they are more likely to be protected from the various 

strains stemming from highly political work environments (Sutton and Kahn, 1986; Harris and 

Kacmar 2005). And a slightly more recent study by Goh et al., (2015) demonstrated that other 

characteristics of leaders that align with servant leadership – perseverance, engagement, and 

compassion – assist employees with coping in highly political and ambiguous environments. 

And one further relevant study reported that the negative impact of perceived politics on 

employee burn out and performance was reduced when leader instrumental and emotional 

support (i.e., characteristics of servant leaders) was available for them (Halbesleben and 

Wheeler, 2006). Therefore, drawing from the combination of our theoretical and empirical 
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arguments, we hypothesize that the servant leadership will serve to minimize the detrimental 

effects that POP has on employee citizenship behaviors and work effort that stem from the 

political organizational environment. Hence, we propose the following hypotheses: 

H2a. Servant leadership will moderate the relationship between POP and employee OCB-I 

such that the negative relationship between POP and OCB-I will be attenuated. 

H2b. Servant leadership will moderate the relationship between POP and employee OCB-O 

such that the negative relationship between POP and OCB-O will be attenuated. 

H2c. Servant leadership will moderate the relationship between POP and employee task 

performance such that the negative relationship between POP and task performance will be 

attenuated. 

3. Methods

3.1 Data collection and sample 

We collected the data for this study by distributing questionnaires among the employees from 

different administrative departments of a public sector university in Pakistan. The data for the 

predictors and outcome variables were collected from two different sources (supervisors and 

subordinates) to minimize common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Participants were 

personally invited to participate in this study with the prior approval of the university 

authorities. Prior to the distribution of questionnaires, participants were informed about the 

voluntary nature of participation and were assured about the confidentiality of the data 

received. 

Data were collected in two phases with a time lag of one month. At time one, we 

distributed the questionnaire to 300 subordinates in 47 groups working in various 

administrative departments. We included in our sample the employees of administrative 

departments of the educational institution rather than the faculty members. The reason is that 
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in administrative departments of the educational institutions there is formal authority structure 

prevalent which is missing in the faculties. At time two, after one month, questionnaires were 

distributed to supervisors to rate their subordinates’ task performance and OCBs.  We received 

a total of 236 supervisor-subordinate dyads from 47 groups, yielding a response rate of 78 %.  

3.2 Measures 

Two different questionnaires were used in this study. The first questionnaire was distributed to 

subordinates to assess servant leadership and perceived organizational politics. The second 

questionnaire was distributed to the direct supervisors of the subordinates to obtain supervisor 

ratings of employee task performance and OCBs. Both questionnaires adopted were previously 

developed and validated. Participants were also asked additional demographic questions such 

as the participants’ age, sex, education, level in organization and tenure in organization. 

3.3 Subordinate employee measures 

3.3.1 Servant leadership

We measured servant leadership using the Servant Leadership Questionnaire (SLQ) developed 

by Barbuto and Wheeler (2006). This questionnaire is comprised of 23 items. A five-point 

Likert-type scale was used for this instrument, with response options ranging from 1 = strongly 

disagree to 5 = strongly agree. A sample item is: “This person puts my best interests ahead of 

his/her own.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in our sample for this scale was 0.95. 

3.3.2 Perceptions of politics

We used the 15-item measure developed by Kacmar and Carlson (1997) to measure POP. A 

five-point Likert-type scale was used for this instrument, with response options ranging from 

1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Example items include: “People in this organization 
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attempt to build themselves up by tearing others down”. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient  in 

our sample for this scale was 0.95. 

3.4. Supervisor Measures 

3.4.1 Organization citizenship behaviors

A 16-item scale developed by Lee and Allen (2002) was used to measure OCBs, with five-

point Likert-type scale options ranging from 1 = Never, 5 = Often. Sample items include: “Help 

others who have been absent” and “Defend the organization when other employees criticise 

it.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in our sample for these scales of OCB-I and OCB-O 

were 0.90 and 0.66 respectively. 

3.4.2 Task performance

Task performance was measured using a seven-item scale developed by Williams and 

Anderson (1991). This scale used a five-point Likert-type scale, with response options ranging 

from 1 = Never to 5 = Often. Sample items include: “He/She adequately completes assigned 

duties” and “He/She meets formal performance requirements for his/her job.” The Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficient in our sample for this scale was 0.88. 

3.4.3 Control variables

In line with previous research focussing on Authentic Leadership (Newman et al., 2014; 

Piccolo et al., 2010; Zhu et al., 2013), we measured, gender, age, educational level of 

subordinates and tenure with the current supervisor to control for their potential confounding 

effects. These variables were included as controls to remove the possibility that results 

consistent with our hypothesis could be attributed to covariation between these variables and 

our measure of servant leadership. Tenure with supervisor and age were measured in years. 
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Gender was coded as a dummy variable, where 0 = Female and 1 = Male, and educational level 

was coded as, 0 = Not university graduate 1 = University graduate.  

3.5. Analysis and results 

3.5.1 Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)

In order to establish the discriminant validity among the study variables, a series of 

confirmatory factor analyses were conducted using AMOS 25. Model fit was evaluated on the 

basis of fit indices, such as comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root mean 

square error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), 

using the criteria (i.e. CFI > 0.90), TLI > 0.90, RMSEA< 0.08 and SRMR < 0.06) established 

by Hu and Bentler (1999). The hypothesised five-factor model demonstrated an adequate fit to 

the data (  = 1822, df =1059, P < 0.001, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.90, RMSEA= 0.05, and SRMR 

= 0.05). In addition, the hypothesised five-factor model was compared with two other 

constrained models. In one, we combined the OCB-I and OCB-O on a single construct to make 

a four-factor model which produced a poor fit (  = 1931, df =1073, P < 0.001, CFI= 0.87, 

TLI= 0.86, RMSEA= 0.08, and SRMR= 0.07). In the other model, we combined the task 

performance, OCB-I and OCB-O one factor to make a three-factor model. This model also 

demonstrated a poor fit to the data ( = 2225, df =1167, P < 0.001, CFI= 0.83, TLI= 0.82, 

RMSEA= 0.10, and SRMR= 0.09). Based on the CFA results for different models, we 

proceeded with the proposed five-factor model to test the hypotheses. See table 1 for details.   

Insert table 1 about here
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Table 2 presents the Mean, Standard Deviation, Cronbach’s alpha and correlations 

among the study variables. Means and standard deviations of the study variables are as follows: 

servant leadership (M= 3.3021, S.D = .77), POP (M = 3.3444, S.D = .91), OCB-I (M = 2.8999, 

S.D = .86), OCB-O (M = 2.9624, S.D = .63) and task performance (M = 3.1495, S.D = .88).  

Insert table 2 about here

We used moderated multiple regression analysis (Cohen et al., 2003) to test 

hypothesised main effects and moderation effects. Prior to running the moderation analysis, in 

order to avoid multi-collinearity, both the independent and moderating variables were mean-

centred (Aiken and West, 1991). The control variables were entered in the first step. The 

independent and moderator variables were entered in the second step. In the third step, we 

entered the interaction term of both independent and moderator variables.  

H1a, H1b and H1c predicted negative relationships between POP and OCB-I, OCB-O 

and task performance respectively. Results show (Table 3, step 2) that the direct effects of POP 

on OCB-I  -.55, p < .01), OCB-O  -.51, p < .01) and Task performance  -.45, p < .01) 

were significant and negative. Therefore, H1a, H1b and H1c were supported. H2a, H2b and 

H2c predicted moderating effects of servant leadership on the relationships between POP and 

job outcomes (i.e., OCB-I, OCB-O and task performance). Results show (see Table 3, step 3) 

that servant leadership significantly moderated the negative relationships between POP and 

OCB-I (  .20, p < .01), OCB-O (  p < .01), and task performance (  .18, p < .01).  

These results lend support to H2a, H2b and H2c. Figures 2-4 shows the plots for these 

interactions.  Overall, they demonstrate that servant leadership serves to reduce the negative 

impact of POP on the three outcomes we investigated. 
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Insert table 3 about here

Insert figure 2, 3 and 4 about here

4. Discussion

The main objective of this study was to examine the buffering role of servant leadership on the 

relationship between POP and job outcomes (i.e., OCB-I, OCB-O and Task performance). 

While previous research has focussed on the buffering effects of leader-related variables such 

as leader-member-exchange, participative decision making, communication effectiveness 

(Harris and Kacmar 2005), supervisor grit (Jordan et al., 2018) and mechanistic organizational 

structure (Yang, 2017) on the relationship between POP and job outcomes, there is a notable 

lack of research on whether leadership styles (e.g. servant leadership) can buffer this 

relationship. Therefore, the current study integrated the negative valanced POP and positive 

valanced servant leadership literature into a single study for the first time. More specifically, 

we tried to investigate the hypothesised buffering effects of servant leadership on the 

relationship between POP and employee performance in a South Asian culture. Our study is 

particularly notable in this respect in that it might enhance the generalisability of research on 

POP and servant leadership which has predominately been carried out in North America, 

Europe and Australia. 

Prior to testing our focal hypotheses regarding the moderated effects of servant 

leadership on POP, we sought to replicate findings from previous research regarding the 

negative direct effects of organizational politics and employee job outcomes (Abbas et al., 
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2014; Jordan et al., 2018; Brouer et al., 2011; Rosen et al., 2009; Khattak and O’Connor 2020). 

Our findings support the contention that employees who perceive high politics in their 

workplace are less likely to exert high levels of effort, and less willing to help their colleagues 

(OCB-I), and also less likely to go the ‘extra mile’ for their organization (OCB-O). Given these 

negative effects of POP (which we have confirmed apply to South Asian cultures), and the fact 

that political behavior is widespread in organizations, it remains important to investigate factors 

that potentially moderate the negative relationship between POP and employee outcomes.  

We found strong support for the hypothesised moderating effect of servant leadership 

on the relationships between POP and our three outcome variables (OCB-I, OCB-O, and task 

performance). We found that employees, who work under the supervision of a servant leader, 

are less negatively affected by POP in terms of their organizational citizenship behavior (both 

individual focused and organizational focused), and task performance. We note that our 

findings align with recent work from the hospitality (service) industry, indicating that servant 

leadership reduces employee depression during crises (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2021), and 

contributes to the formation of a servant culture which fosters virtuous individual-level OCBs 

to help build task-focused communities, in which leaders, followers and team members join 

hands with each other and work for the common good of the organization (Ruiz-Palomino et 

al., 2021).  

We believe the moderating effects of servant leadership on the relationships between 

POP and OCB-I, OCB-O, and employee task performance, can be understood in terms of COR 

theory. Consistent with COR theory, we suggest that high POP represents a stressor for 

employees, in that it represents a threat to resource loss/gain. We argue that servant leaders are 

particularly beneficial to employees in the context of high POP, because they serve as an 

important resource to employees in this context. Consistent with our pattern of results, we 

suggest that subordinates of a servant leader are less likely to withhold their effort (i.e. an 
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important internal resource) towards their job, colleagues and organization. As a result, the 

negative impact of politics is attenuated by the presence of a servant leaders. We note however 

that while we found that the presence of a servant leader attenuated the negative effects of POP, 

they were not completely nullified, indicating that POP exerts negative effects even when 

employees have servant leaders. 

4.1 Managerial implications

Our study has important implications for managers seeking to enhance employee outcomes 

when operating in the context of organizational politics. Consistent with previous research, our 

study demonstrates that organizational politics can have detrimental effects on employee 

citizenship behaviors and task performance. A clear implication from our study therefore is 

that, where possible, organizations should seek to reduce political behaviors within 

organizations. However, our results are also consistent with the idea that individual leaders can 

reduce the negative effects of political behaviors within organizations, and specifically, our 

results suggest that servant behaviors by leaders are particularly effective in the context of 

organizational politics. A second clear implication from our research therefore, is that 

managers in highly political environments, should adopt leader behaviors consistent with 

servant leadership. We note however that this suggestion may be easier said than done. Indeed, 

working in highly political organizational cultures may actually serve to reduce servant 

behaviors in leaders, given that servant leadership requires resources (e.g. time, effort) from 

leaders, who themselves are facing resource threats due to high POP. Nevertheless, we suggest 

that for leaders who have sufficient resources to engage in servant leadership, they should do 

so given the various benefits it will have for their followers. 
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4.2. Limitations and future research directions

Our study has several limitations that may have implications for the generalizability of our 

findings. First, we used convenience sampling in this study when obtaining data for the 

quantitative survey, and this approach is known to reduce the representativeness of the sample 

and may affect the generalizability of the findings of this study. We note however that 

limitations regarding representativeness are more problematic when seeking to generalise 

descriptive statistics (e.g. sample mean to population mean) rather than associations between 

constructs, with the latter being the focus of our study (see Blair and Zinkhan, 2006). 

Nevertheless, we recommend that future researchers use other sampling techniques when 

collecting their data. Second, although we collected our data over two points in time to reduce 

to impact of common method variance on our results, there is a chance it played a role in our 

overall pattern of results. This is because some of our data were collected from respondents at 

a single time point (e.g. data on POP and servant leadership were collected from the 

subordinates, while the data on OCBs and task performance were collected from their 

respective supervisors). Therefore, we recommend that researchers conducting further work on 

this topic attempt to collect more comprehensive data from other stakeholders, such as students, 

especially when measuring employees’ performance in the educational institutions, because 

students are considered important stakeholders in this context.  

Third, the data used in this study were collected from only one public-sector educational 

organization in Pakistan, which might limit its generalizability to other organizations and 

contexts; and the findings might be influenced by the cultural effects of Pakistan being a high 

collectivist and high power distance country (Hofstede, 1984). It is highly probable that from 

living in a high-power distance and high collectivistic society, subordinates provide a positively 

biased opinion about their leader, and thus contaminate the results. Therefore, we encourage 
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future research on this topic to test this model in other cultures to cross verify the findings of 

this study. Lastly, we conducted this study in the educational sector of Pakistan. Therefore, the 

findings of this study may not generalize beyond this sector and, therefore, be less relevant to 

manufacturing, consulting or charity organizations  (see Sendjaya and Pekerti, 2010). Hence, 

future studies might consider other industries to test this model.  

5. Conclusion

This study attempted to integrate the positive-oriented (servant leadership) and negative-

oriented (POP) literature to understand the interplay between the two. The findings supported 

the notion that POP negatively influences employee task performance and two types of 

citizenship behaviors. In addition, evidence was also found for the moderating effect of servant 

leadership on the negative relationship between POP and employee task performance and 

citizenship behaviors.  
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Tables

Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analyses

Model  df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR

Hypothesized five-factor model 1822 1059 .90 .90 .05 .05

Four factor model (OCB-I, 
OCB-O combined)

1931 1073 .87 .86 .07 .08

Three-factor model (task 
performance, OCB-I and OCB-I 
combined)

2225 1167 .83 .82 .10 .09

Table 2. Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha and correlations for variables in this study 

Means SD Alpha POP OCB-I OCB-O TP

POP 3.3444  .91 .95

OCBI 2.8999  .86 .90 -.69**

OCBO 2.9624  .63 .66 -.61** .84**

TP 3.1495  .88 .88 -.65** .79**  .69**

SL 3.3021  .77 .95 -.32** .64**  .55**  .70**

Note: POP = Perceptions of politics; TP = Task performance; OCBI = Organization citizenship behaviors directed 
towards individuals; OCBO = Organization citizenship behaviors directed towards organization; SL = Servant 
leadership. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001



Table 3.  Results for the main effects and moderated regression analysis  

Predictors         OCB-I          OCB-O    Task Performance

  R²   R²  R²

Step 1
  Age  .06 -.02  .11
  Gender -.00 -.08  .04
  Marital status -.03 -.00 -.07
  Education -.07 -.00 -.04
  Department -.03 -.04 -.03
  Position  .03  .06 -.03
  Tenure  .02 .01  .07 .02  .04 .02
Step 2  
  POP -.55** -.51 -.45
  SL  .46** .67** .38** .53**   .55** .68**
Step 3
  POP x SL  .20** .03** .14** .02**  .18** .03**

N= 236; **p < .01 
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Figure 1. Hypothesized moderated model
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