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1 | Purpose/Objective

The service industry prioritizes customer-
centricity, emphasizing service excellence in
dynamic and uncertain environments through
interpersonal communication and social
contact (Dong & Sivakumar, 2017).
Customer-Oriented Behavior (COB) is crucial
for differentiating services based on high-
quality  customer  relationships.  This
characteristic of customer-oriented service has
sparked empirical interest in servant
leadership (Aryee et al., 2023; Hunter et al.,
2013; Liden et al., 2014), which differs from
other relational leadership styles like
transformational, empowering, ethical, and
authentic leadership (Lemoine et al., 2019;
Liden, Panaccio, et al., 2014). The core
principle of servant leadership is “the servant-
leader is servant first,” serving the interests of
all stakeholders (Greenleaf, 2013).

According to social learning theory,
leaders are primary sources of social learning
due to their status and influence, making them
credible role models (Bandura, 1977). Despite
the near paradigmatic status of this theoretical
perspective, research remains scarce in
simultaneously  examining the relative
effectiveness of social learning theory in
explaining the relationship between servant
leadership and employee performance (Hunter
et al., 2013; Madison & Eva, 2019). This
raises the question: Can employees with COB
be transformed into serving employees
through servant leadership?

Social learning theory posits that
individuals learn by observing and imitating
others, with psychological safety being a key
factor in promoting this learning (Carmeli,
2007; Plouffe et al., 2023). Psychological
safety fosters trust and open communication in
interpersonal relationships, allowing
employees to express themselves, share ideas,

and communicate knowledge without fear of
judgment or isolation (Kim et al., 2020).

Social learning theory explains how
servant leadership helps employees emulate
servant behaviors and develop leadership
competencies. Servant leadership initiates
motivational processes leading to COB, but its
effectiveness may be influenced by contextual
factors, such as employees’ self-interest
concerns (Wu et al., 2021). This aligns with
servant leadership, where leaders encourage
followers to engage in servant behaviors (Wu
et al, 2021). This leads to an intriguing
question: To what extent can servant leaders
encourage even self-interested employees to
engage in COB? Thus, this study explores
how employees experience psychological
safety due to servant leadership and whether
this influences COB while simultaneously
being moderated by self-interest concerns.

Drawing on social learning theory, we
investigate the relationship between servant
leadership and COB (Hypothesis 1), and
psychological safety (Hypothesis 2), and also
propose that psychological safety bridges
servant leadership and COB (Hypothesis 3).
In addition, we examine how psychological
safety mediates the relationship between
servant leadership and COB, moderated by
self-interest (Hypothesis 4). By identifying the
moderator in this relationship, our study
contributes to the development of social
learning theory and expands the application of
this theory.

2 | Design/Methodology

To test the proposed hypotheses, we collected
data from full-time employees across various
occupations and industries in Taiwan.
Participants provided self-ratings to evaluate
servant leadership (seven items) (Liden et al.,
2015), self-interest concern (three items) (De



Dreu & Nauta, 2009), psychological safety
(seven items) (Siemsen et al, 2008), and
customer-oriented behavior (six items)
(Peccei & Rosenthal, 2001). Demographic
variables (e.g., employees’ gender, age,
educational level, and working tenure) were
also collected as control variables.

The  research  design  involved
simultaneous sample collection through
paper-based and online group questionnaires.
The target was 300 full-time employees from
the service industry, wusing identical
questionnaires. A valid sample comprising
189 participants was obtained, with a response
rate of 63%. The average age of the employees
was 45.83 years (SD = 18.27 years). Among
them, 80 were males (42.3%) and 109 were
females (57.7%). Most had a college
education, accounting for 105 (55.6%), with
the majority having more than 11 years of
service experience (50.3%). The average work
experience was 11.37 years (SD = 5.00 years).

3 | Findings

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, the dependent
variable (COB) and the mediator variable
(psychological safety) were regressed on
servant leadership. The regression coefficients
for servant leadership were significant
(B=.403 and p=.454, p <.001) and both in the
predicted direction. Thus, Hl and H2 were
supported. For the Hypothesis 3 test, the first
two conditions of Baron and Kenny (1986) for
establishing a mediating effect concerning
COB were met. In the third step, the result
showed that psychological safety partially
mediated the relationship between servant
leadership and COB. The regression
coefficient for servant leadership (B= .191; p
<.01) substantially decreased after adding the
psychological safety variable but remained

significant. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Tung et al. | 77

This study confirmed the significance of the
indirect effect using a bootstrapping test. The
indirect effect of servant leadership on COB
through psychological safety was positive and
significant (indirect effect = .1880; 95% CI =
[.1192; .2706], excluding 0). Thus,
Hypothesis 3 was further supported.

In the test of the moderated mediation
effect, there was a significant relationship
between psychological safety and COB
(B=.535, SE=.0565). As part of the statistical
model, self-interest concern had a significant
relationship  with  psychological safety
(B=.382, SE =.0051). Finally, the interaction
of servant leadership and self-interest concern
was not significant, indicating no moderating
effect (B= .089, SE = .0631; rejecting H4).
Therefore, the moderated mediation model of
self-interest concern was not supported,
failing to support Hypothesis 4.

4 | Research limitations/

Implications

The study reveals that servant leadership
significantly impacts COB, enhancing
employees' customer service. This research
enriches the understanding of the potential
benefits of servant leadership in the service
industry, emphasizing the importance of
considering servant leadership to understand
employees’ behavior in delivering high-
quality service. Psychological safety mediates
the relationship between servant leadership
and COB, indicating that perceived servant
leadership increases employees’
psychological freedom to share ideas and seek
solutions. Contrary to theoretical expectations,
this study found no moderating effect of self-
interest concern on the relationship between
servant leadership and COB. This suggests
that the impact of servant leadership through
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psychological safety on service behavior is
consistent regardless of employees’ self-
interest concern levels. The study’s findings
challenge the assumption that self-interest
concern  moderates  this  relationship,
highlighting the stable and universal positive
impact of servant leadership across different
employee types. Additionally, the study
sample had a relatively high average age
(Mean = 45.83 years; SD = 18.27 years).
Older employees tend to value job stability,
social contribution, and work significance,
which may reduce their self-interest concern
in the work environment. They are more likely
to focus on organizational goals, teamwork,
and work values.

The combination of servant leadership
and psychological safety plays a crucial role
in enhancing customer service behavior.
Organizations should focus on developing
servant leaders and fostering psychological
safety. Servant leaders create supportive and
meaningful work environments, encouraging
employees to feel valued. Organizations can
enhance servant leadership through training
programs. Additionally, fostering an open,
trusting, and supportive culture increases
employees’ psychological safety, promoting
COB. Managers should practice servant
leadership frequently to encourage employee
expression and participation. HR can support
this by rewarding COB and hiring managers
who prioritize emotional and ethical needs.

There are several limitations that need to
be noted. First, the cross-sectional design
limits the ability to establish causality. Future
research should explore the evolving
relationship between servant leaders and
employees over time and its impact on COB,
requiring more dynamic research designs.
Second, the sample is limited to service
industry employees, making generalization
difficult. Differences in HR practices and

organizational culture may affect observed
relationships. Future studies should use multi-
level analysis to better understand these
effects. Third, the study’s reliance on self-
reported data may introduce common method
bias, despite efforts to mitigate it. Finally, the
sample’s higher average age may limit
generalizability, especially for younger
populations. Future research should include a
broader age range and consider multi-source
data and time-lagged designs to enhance
robustness.

5 | Originality/Contribution

The originality of this study lies in exploring
the mediating role of psychological safety in
the relationship between servant leadership
and COB. By integrating social learning
theory, it provides a nuanced understanding of
how servant leadership fosters a supportive
environment that enhances COB. The study
challenges the assumption that self-interest
moderates  this  relationship,
highlighting the consistent positive impact of
servant leadership across different employee
types. This contributes to social learning
theory and its application in the service
industry, offering valuable insights for
improving customer service through effective
leadership practices. Although the moderating
effect of self-interest concern was not
supported, the research underscores the
importance of contextual factors and leaders
who emphasize employee development in
enhancing COB.

concern



