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Abstract

In this paper, we examine how servant leadership and psychological safety may enlighten our understanding of human mechanisms that
affect follower outcomes. Servant leadership style as penned by Robert Greenleaf that servant leaders guide followers to adopt the behav-
ior of their leaders by putting others needs above their own. From emerging research on servant leadership, we proposed a model con-
tending that servant leaders increase employees’ psychological safety that organization is a safe place to speak up ideas, opinions and
take decisions, which directly influences Employees’ turnover intention. As proposed, servant leadership will be negatively related to
Employees’ turnover intention and positively related to psychological safety. Psychological safety will mediate the relationship between

servant leadership and turnover intention.
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1. Introduction

This is a theory-driven study which examines how servant leader-
ship and certain aspects of positive organizational behavior may
affect follower’s behavior and outcomes. In the current study, we
extended the turnover research (e.g. Hom et al., 2017; Kashyap &
Rangnekar, 2016; Rodriguez, 2016) to specifically consider how
theoretical and conceptual advances in servant leadership theory
and psychological safety can enlighten our understanding of pos-
sible mechanisms that affect turnover intention.

The review of the literature on leadership styles shown that there
are two distinct styles of leadership, transformation leadership
style and servant leadership style, since few decades special atten-
tion has been given on producing people-oriented leadership style
which is unique from other leadership styles (Bass & Avolio,
1993; Greenleaf, 2002; Stone, Russell, & Patterson, 2004; Paroli-
ni, Patterson, & Winston, 2009). Stone et al. (2004) stated in their
study conducted on college and organizational leadership that
servant leadership and transformational leadership styles are
equally vibrant.

Robert Greenleaf in 1977 in his early scholarship on servant lead-
ership theory, proliferated the concept of servant leadership, in
which he described servant leadership as a leadership style that
focuses on the notion of “to serve, and to serve first”. Subsequent-
ly, Greenleaf defines it as “leadership begins with the natural feel-
ing that one wants to serve, to serve first. The conscious choice
brings one to aspire to lead. That person is sharply different from
one who is a leader first, perhaps because of the need to assuage
an unusual power drive or to acquire material possessions”. (p. 27)

Moreover, since the inception of servant leadership, a bunch of
research have been carried to examine the unique characteristics
of servant leadership style in different organizational contexts
(Russell & Stone, 2002; Spears, 2004; Shaw & Newton, 2014).
The findings have shown that leaders who gone through or adopt-
ed servant leadership behavior have a positive influence on organ-
izational climate and employees’ outcomes such as trust in leader-
ship and overall performance (Joseph & Winston, 2005; Black,
2010).

However, since its inception, there is a need to conduct more re-
search to understand the nature of servant leadership and its ap-
plicability in different settings. Hence, more research is required at
least two reasons: First, the past studies have focused mainly on
transformational leadership style in organizational settings.
Whereas, limited studies have investigated the role of servant
leadership in organizational context because in its early day's
servant leadership was used in the context of churches or religious
settings. Therefore, little evidence found on servant leadership and
the process through which it affects various follower and organi-
zational outcomes. Moreover, the second reason is based on the
suggestions given by Hoch, Bommer, Dulebohn, & Wu (2016)
which exhibited that as compared to other leadership styles, vari-
ance in employees’ attitudes and behaviors was better explained
by servant leadership. Furthermore, they also suggested to conduct
more investigation on the impact of servant leadership style be-
cause servant leadership “as a stand-alone leadership approach
that is capable of helping leadership researchers and practitioners
better explain a broad range of outcomes”.

Based on the above arguments and past studies, the current study
aims to propose twofold contributions to further the scholarship on
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servant leadership literature and psychological safety- an interven-
ing mechanism, literature. First, despite early call and empirical
evidence of the worth of servant leadership in explaining follower
outcomes, however, only very limited research works have con-
ducted studies to examine the impact of servant leadership on
employee turnover intention (Chiniara & Bentein, 2016; Hoch et
al., 2016). Thus, in the current study, we proposed that the leaders’
servant leadership has an impact on turnover intention of employ-
ees.

In addition, the majority of the studies conducted till now only
investigated the direct relationship between servant leadership and
turnover intention, the underlying psychological mechanisms are
almost ignored in the previous literature this is because of the fact
that servant leadership is still in its early stages of empirical inves-
tigation and researchers have mainly worked on the construct
clarification in last decades. (Chiniara & Bentein, 2016, p. 1).
Therefore, keeping in mind the limitations related to servant lead-
ership research, it is important to investigate the psychological
processes to understand the robustness of servant leadership con-
struct and the influence it makes on follower outcomes such as
turnover intention. Hence, to fill these gaps in the literature, the
current study proposed that psychological safety- “individual’s
belief that workplace is safe to share personal views, ideas and
take decisions” (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Lei, 2014), as
the mediating factor between the relationship of servant leadership
and turnover intention. The present study contends that servant
leadership behavior induces psychological safety among employ-
ees’, which in result mitigates the turnover intention.

Therefore, psychological safety affects the indirectly the relation-
ship between servant leadership and turnover intention. Therefore,
the current study proposes that this study will help to widen the
prospect of the existing servant leadership and psychological safe-
ty literature and provides future directions to answer the call for
future research and fill the gap in the literature.

2. Servant Leadership

Mahembe & Engelbrecht, (2014), Lindahl, (2010) and Whitaker,
(2009) described the concept of servant leadership throughout the
process of propagating many characteristics of effective leader-
ship. Leader qualities are predetermined by the philosophy or the
set of principles and values which also helps in expanding the
qualities of a leader too. A serious aspect of this study is to deter-
mine servant leadership impact on teacher retention.

Four decades ago, Robert K. Greenleaf penned his work which
was titled as “Servant Leadership”. In that, he termed that “a
man’s journey and his realization are the truest forms of leadership
in which the leader has the utmost aspiration to serve others and
help them to reach their true potential”. Organizations following
this legacy are robust and efficient (Spears, 2004).

Furthermore, Spears (2004) argued that the words servant and
leader look like that they both are opposite to each other. Howev-
er, it is also seen that people having service and supportive behav-
ior or attitude, usually bring out sound potential and growth from
others.

In addition, in their study on the contemporary human resource
roles in the Malaysian context, Brohi et al., (2017) and Brohi et
al., (2016) contended that manager play role of employee champi-
on which means managers work for the betterment and well-being
of employees. By relating this with leadership, a leader is expected
to play the role of employee champion to enhance employees’
well-being, which lies at the core of servant leadership i.e. to serve
followers and work for their overall well-being.

However, although in the context of organizational settings, the
importance of servant leadership was stated by the initial studies
on servant leadership, yet very limited attention was given to serv-

ant leadership by organizational researchers. In the recent years, a
corporate scandal involving huge companies (e.g., WorldCom,
Enron, and Tyco wherein serious unethical practices were demon-
strated at the senior leadership level in organizations) emphasized
the need to study the moral/ethical values in the organizational
context at the leadership level (Hoch et al., 2016). Earlier in the
last decade, the studies conducted to develop scales to measure the
servant leadership construct based on characteristics of servant
leadership (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Liden, Wayne, Zhao, &
Henderson, 2008; Reed, Vidaver-Cohen, & Colwell, 2011; van
Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011). However, Liden et al. (2008),
seven dimensions scale (i.e., “empowering, conceptual skills, cre-
ating value for community, putting subordinates first, helping
subordinates grow and succeed, ethical behave, and emotional
healing”) is the widely used scale to measure servant leadership in
organizational settings (Chiniara & Bentein, 2016). Moreover,
recently, Liden et al., (2015) developed the short version of the
original 28-items servant leadership scale and calls for the valida-
tion of the shorter version in a different context. The short version
servant leadership scale consists of 7-items. Therefore, the present
study proposes the short version servant leadership scale to be
used in future studies to investigate the servant leadership and its
impact on follower outcomes.

3. Turnover Intention

Turnover intention remains an issue for 100 years (Hom et al.,
2017). Despite so many studies conducted to curb the issue of
turnover intention but the problem persists. The recent report on
strategic human resource management showed that turnover inten-
tion is a leading challenge for the top organization. The turnover
rate is almost doubled from 25% to 45% in three years’ time only
from 2013 to 2016 (SHRM, 2016). Therefore, as a leading chal-
lenge, turnover phenomenon necessitates more investigation to
understand why people leave their organizations and the factors
which retain employees. Turnover intention refers to the “individ-
ual’s approximation of the chance of quitting his job in the near
future” (Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian, 1974).

Previous researchers discussed the behavioral factors such as em-
ployees search intention for new jobs, or actual leave decision in
order to understand the turnover phenomena among employees
(Griffeth, Hom, & Gaertner, 2000). Saood, Salleh, & Mehmood,
(2017) argued in their study that, as commonly intention to stay
and intention to leave are used interchangeably, are two distinct
concept which answers two different things. Thus, we focus only
on the intention to leave or turnover intention construct. Further-
more, previous studies revealed that turnover intention is depend-
ent on other components which means turnover intention is the
outcome of some other factors which may lead towards this nega-
tive behavior thus these factors may be included in the turnover
model which is suggested by Cotton & Tuttle, (1986). In view of
the above argument, the present study proposed that employee
turnover intention as an outcome variable and servant leadership
and psychological safety as mitigating factors of turnover inten-
tion. Griffeth et al. (2000) stated in their study that employee’s
intent to leave an organization is resulted by employees’ job dis-
satisfaction. As a result, the dissatisfied employees lack the confi-
dence to perform better and starts looking for other options and at
the end leaves the organization. The dissatisfaction may be caused
by lack of organizational support (Miskel, Fevurly, & Stewart,
1979; Qureshi, Hamid, et al., 2018), leadership style (Brohi, Ab-
dullah, et al., 2018; Qureshi, Brohi, et al., 2018), job satisfaction
(Shah et al., 2018), organizational policies (Kossek & Ozeki,
1998), organizational culture (Ahmed, Khuwaja, Brohi, & Oth-
man, 2018) career growth and psychological contracts (Akhtar,
Salleh, Mahmood, Brohi, & Ali, 2017) or perceived organizational
support (Akhtar, Salleh, Ghafar, Khurro, & Mehmood, 2018;
Mehmood, Nadarajah, Akhtar, Brohi, & Khuhro, 2018). Moreo-
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ver, servant leadership is found to be a key factor in mitigating the
negative workplace outcomes (Hunter et al., 2013). Based on the
above-mentioned discussion and arguments, the following has
been proposed:

Proposition 1: There will be a negative relationship between
Servant leadership and turnover intention.

4. Psychological Safety (A Form of Positive
Organizational Behavior)

Psychological Safety refers to the “individual's self-belief about
the workplace that it is safe to take the interpersonal risk, speak up
the ideas, share opinions and act independently on key decisions”
(Edmondson, 1999). Psychological safety was first introduced by
Schein and Bennis (1965) in the context of organizational science
almost five decades ago. However, it is in recent years when atten-
tion was given to psychological safety and empirical studies car-
ried out to investigate its impact on follower outcomes. Past stud-
ies on psychological safety in organizational settings contended
that it gives employees sense “to feel safe at work in order to
grow, learn, contribute, and perform effectively in a rapidly
changing world” (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). In addition, consider-
ing the essential role played by psychological safety at the work-
place, Kahn, (1990) suggested that leadership behavior may pre-
dict the employee's psychological safety.

Those employees who are prone to be humiliated when they take
any decision or share their viewpoints at the workplace are less
likely to perform at their fullest. In this regard, Psychological safe-
ty provides a sense of safety that employees will be treated fairly,
they will not be humiliated or punished for taking decisions or on
suggestions or ideas on issues related to the workplace, rather their
actions will be supported and appreciated. This appreciation re-
sults in increased trust and increased respect between leadership
and followers. This lies at the core of the servant leadership that
by serving the needs of followers, showing empathy to them, em-
powering them and showing ethical behavior, servant leaders can
increase followers trust in leaders and enhance follower’s psycho-
logical safety (Kashyap & Rangnekar, 2016; Krog & Govender,
2015). Therefore, how employees are treated by servant leadership
is an essential behavior to increase follower’s positive organiza-
tional behavior-psychological safety.

Developing on the above-mentioned arguments and findings from
past studies, it is anticipated that the supervisor’s servant leader
behavior will increase employees’ sense of feeling safe at the
workplace. Hence, the following is proposed:

Proposition 2: There will be a positive relationship between
servant leadership and psychological safety.

The servant leader behavior enhances an employee’s psychologi-
cal safety which give employees the confidence to show their
strengths and potential at the workplace without the fear of nega-
tive consequences or punishments. As a result, employees show
positive behaviors and reciprocate the servant leadership behavior
by adopting ethical behaviors, work engagement, organizational
commitment and which ultimately results in high performance and
increased levels of job satisfaction and intentions to stay in the
organization. The change in basic assumptions of power relation-
ship from employer to employees makes it more difficult to retain
the best breeds of employees than ever before. The ever-changing
trends make it challenging for employers to retain the best em-
ployees (Brohi, Jantan, Sobia, Akhtar, & Pathan, 2018; Dries,
2013). Therefore, it is important to understand the factors that aid
in mitigating the employee’s turnover intention and enhance em-
ployee’s intention to stay. The satisfied, engaged, committed, and
fairly treated employees are more likely to stay in the organiza-
tion. Thus, building upon the above arguments and findings from
past studies, the following is proposed:

Proposition 3: There will be a negative relationship between
psychological Safety and turnover intention.

5. The Mediating Role of Psychological Safety

Based on the theoretical and nomological network of psychologi-
cal safety, it is logical to propose an indirect relationship of psy-
chological safety between servant leadership and turnover inten-
tion. Psychological safety as an indirect effect mitigates the nega-
tive follower outcomes such as turnover intention. The leadership
behavior is found to be a strong antecedent of psychological safety
and psychological safety being a positive organizational behavior
reduces negative outcomes at the workplace. Therefore, building
upon servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 1970), it can be as-
sumed that servant leadership creates a serving culture at the
workplace by showing serving nature towards followers. In return,
followers adopt the serving culture and they themselves become
servant followers. This relationship between leadership and fol-
lowers increases followers trust in leadership and which in return
provides psychological safety to followers. Moreover, the social
exchange theory (Blau, 1964) explained that the servant leadership
enables the development of employees’ psychological safety and
in exchange of this positive behavior displayed by leadership,
followers reciprocate the servant leader behavior and engage in
positive organizational behaviors such as job satisfaction, and
employee’s performance which eventually reduces turnover inten-
tion. Based on the arguments developed above, the following has
been proposed:

Proposition 4: There will be an indirect effect of psychological
safety between the relationship of servant leadership and turno-
ver intention.

Pl

Servant Turnover
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Fig.1: Conceptual model linking Servant Leadership, Psychological Safety
and Turnover Intention

Psychological
Safety
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6. Future Research Directions

In the present study, the authors proposed significant directions for
future research building upon dimensions and reveal more novel
dimensions of servant leadership. Combinedly, the academic re-
search and the development of the construct measurements of
servant leadership and psychological safety seen rapid growth in
the last decade. Both constructs are well defined and explained
and are well grounded in positive psychology. More research is
required to fully understand the nature of both constructs and an-
tecedents and consequences of both constructs may be investigat-
ed to better operationalize the constricts in management science
research. Therefore, this study represents an innovative and poten-
tially important development in organizational science to evaluate
the impact of servant leadership and psychological safety on fol-
lower outcome i.e. turnover intention.

7. Conclusion

The change in the organizational attitudes and behaviors ensures
the presence and development of servant leader behavior in the
organizations. The leaders are the binding forces of organization
which binds organizations together to work as a community pursu-
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ing mutual goals. The is the main objective of the leaders these
days who are committed to take the organization to the new levels
in terms of success and performance in the 21st century.

Developing on the arguments discussed in the earlier sections and
the future directions of servant leadership and psychological safe-
ty- a form of positive organizational behavior establishes the sig-
nificance and application of the selected subject. While we have
made significant progress in understanding what reduces the em-
ployees’ turnover intention and how the servant leadership behav-
ior impacts the employee attitude and behavior, proposed the un-
derlying process which servant leadership decreases negative fol-
lower outcomes, there is much yet to be learned. Therefore, the
propositions made in this study will provide a base for the organi-
zations and enable them to take steps to develop and nurture serv-
ant leaders and help organizations to retain the best breed of em-
ployees to remain competitive in the business world.
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