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positive organisational outcomes

CrossMark

Orientation: Servant leadership is an important human resource management strategy, given
its positive well-being outcomes.

Research purpose: The aim of this study was to provide a set of research studies on servant
leadership that indicate direct relationships with positive psychological well-being outcomes
in organisations.

Motivation for the study: Servant leadership may lead to positive psychological well-being
outcomes for organisations.

Research approach/design and method: A scoping review provided evidence of research on
servant leadership and positive psychological well-being. The literature was searched using
computerised databases from January 2015 to November 2021. Data were extracted through
content analysis from 14 scientific articles.

Main findings: Servant leadership inspire employees to reciprocate the positivity they
experience by demonstrating positive feelings and attitudes towards the organisation. This
approach also foster group flourishing and enhance adaptation to the work environment,
resulting in increased levels of hope, happiness and engagement.

Practical/managerial implications: Human resource strategies and interventions
should focus on developing servant leadership among managers and followers
within organisations.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributed to the advancement of knowledge on
servant leadership and positive psychological well-being within organisations.
Keywords: positive organisational psychology; positive psychology; positive psychological
well-being; servant leadership; scoping review; well-being, workplace; work context.

Introduction

Human resource management strategies can serve as a system to shape employee attitudes and
behaviours - motivating their employees to assist the organisation in gaining a competitive
advantage. In this regard, the implementation of servant leadership strategies proves to increase
overall employee well-being and employee satisfaction — leading to positive organisational
outcomes (Malik et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2022). Satena et al. (2024), after establishing a strong
positive relationship between servant leadership (SL) and performance, argued that managers
should adopt SL as the choice of leadership in order to create a positive growth environment that
influences positive outcomes and organisational effectiveness.

In addition, Ludwikowska (2023) also emphasises the importance of an employee-orientated
culture that can emerge from a human resource management strategy to create positive employee
experiences. The author further indicates that SL ultimately enhances overall job performance. In
addition, Canavesi and Minelli (2022) are of the opinion that servant leaders contribute to employee
well-being and organisational commitment. Servant leadership has proven to be one of the
promising leadership approaches that emerged and developed in response to the prevalence of
moral breaches and management in organisations (Adiguzel et al., 2020). It is described as leadership
that focusses on the follower’s personal growth and development (Canavesi & Minelli, 2022).

A servant leader manages organisational challenges by placing positive organisational outcomes
above their personal interests (Zou et al., 2015). Servant leadership is a prosocial leadership
behaviour that allows the leader to proactively support and invest in the follower (Stollberger
et al,, 2019). Leadership styles that are associated with caring behaviours, such as SL, are positively
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associated with positive organisational psychology (POP)
outcomes and are becoming more relevant for organisations
to gain a competitive edge (Thompson et al., 2020). Van Zyl
et al. (2024) drew upon the work of Luthans and Youssef
(2020) and Donaldson and Ko (2010) to conceptualise POP as
the scientific investigation of positive outcomes, processes,
attributes, states, traits, behaviours, experiences and quality
of organisation experiences. Maziriri et al. (2019) argued that
positive outcomes can also be regarded as a combination of
positive affective states such as happiness. Servant leadership
can be beneficial for relationships at work, help employees
cope with challenges in organisations and foster a positive
psychological culture.

After the initial studies on SL and its benefits to the
organisational context, some review studies have emerged
according to a review by the authors, of which Coetzer et al.
(2017), Dutta and Khatri (2017) and Eva et al. (2019) are the
most comprehensive SL reviews. Coetzer et al. (2017)
provided a comprehensive overview of the correlations and
links between SL and the organisational context. Dutta and
Khatri (2017) added to the SL outcomes and stated that SL is
focussed on the employee and can therefore lead to more
positive organisational behaviours. The systematic review of
Eva et al. (2019) emphasised the organisational outcomes and
antecedents of SL, and the conclusion was that SL was
beneficial for organisational citizenship behaviour.

Although Eva et al.’s (2019) final review of SL provided a
comprehensive framework of different angles of research on
SL, a more specific scope is needed to indicate SL and its
direct relationships with POP outcomes in organisational
settings. Furthermore, it is important for a review to also
include studies that have emerged since 2015. Although
there is a relationship between SL and POP, there is no recent
integrated synthesis of research studies on SL and POP
outcomes within organisation settings. Investigation of
research studies on SL and POP outcomes would benefit
from a scoping review. In contrast to a systematic review that
aims to answer a specific question or a series of research
questions using a rigid detailed protocol (Peters et al., 2015),
a scoping review aims to map key concepts that underpin a
specific research area (Pham et al., 2014).

The purpose of this scoping review reported in this article
was to investigate what types of SL and POP outcomes have
been reported within organisational settings. The research
also aimed to create a synthesis of research on SL and POP
outcomes in the organisational context, including authors,
year of publication, country, work and/or organisational
and/or occupational population, method and POP outcomes.

Theoretical perspective

Servant leadership and positive organisational psychology
The concept of SL was pioneered by Greenleaf (1970), who
conceptualised it as a natural feeling to serve that results in
an aspiration to lead. Servant leadership was later refined by
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many scholars, such as Lee et al. (2019), who stated that SL
involves a holistic approach to leadership in which it engages
followers in multiple behaviours such as ethical, relational,
emotional and spiritual dimensions. Zhang et al. (2021) refer
to the work of Liden et al. (2008) that continued to build on
the theory by suggesting seven dimensions of SL and named
them encouraging, emotional healing, creating value for the group,
communicating conceptual skills, empowering followers, helping
followers grow and succeed, putting followers first and behaving
ethically. Servant leadership, furthermore, has an impact on
individual, team and organisational outcomes, such as
organisational commitment, organisational citizenship
behaviour, job performance and job satisfaction (Canavesi &
Minelli, 2022).

Martin-del-Rio et al. (2021) defined POP outcomes as:

The positive experiences, strengths, and psychological
resources of people, groups, and institutions to achieve optimal
development and functioning. As a result, the main research
topics addressed by PP are orientated towards subjective well-
being (happiness); positive moods and emotions; sensory,
intellectual, and aesthetic pleasures; strengths and virtues;
healthy practices such as optimism, gratitude, meditation,
physical exercise, or artistic expression; interests, skills, and
achievements; positive personal relationships; positive
institutions (educational, labour, political); or transcendence and
the meaning of life, among others. (p. 1)

In addition, it can be regarded that the positive aspects of
one’s experience in life are not necessarily the opposite of
distress and disorder (Ciarrochi et al.,, 2013). Positive
organisational psychology outcomes have been utilised in this
study as an umbrella term to include positive psychological
well-being, positive well-being or health and positive pathways
or effects that SL has for the organisation. It includes positive
thoughts and emotions that people use to evaluate their lives
differently (Kubzansky et al., 2018). Farrington (2017, p. 47)
describes it as the “perception of engaging with the existential
challenges of life’. It also includes a combination of positive
effective states such as happiness and optimal efficacy in an
individual’s life and social life (Maziriri et al., 2019). Positive
organisational psychology emphasises strength, values, well-
being, happiness and a positive subjective experience (Jaser
etal., 2019).

Servant leaders” empowering and helping behaviours may
help followers determine when and how to complete their
job-related tasks and encourage followers to solve their
problems autonomously (Wang et al., 2022b). In organisations
where leaders show a level of concern and care for their
employees and help them grow and give them support, it is
experienced as a valuable resource by employees and
contributes to generating employees’ psychological safety
(Wang et al., 2022a). The possible link between SL and POP
outcomes has been argued by Zainab et al. (2020) who
indicated that SL can foster employees who become more
encouraged and dedicated. Terblanche (2016) pointed out
that SL can lead to the development of employees. Servant
leadership can lead to employees feeling empowered and
motivated (Aboramadan & Dahleez, 2020; Zhang et al., 2021).
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The purpose of the study

The aim of this scoping review was to outline the relationship
between SL and POP outcomes as reported within
organisational settings. Additionally, the research also aimed
to create a conceptual map of past studies included in
the scoping review, the POP outcomes in the organisational
context, including authors, year of publication, country,
work or organisational or occupational population, method,
POP themes and key findings. The following research
questions were formulated:

Research questions

1. What is the content of a conceptual map of research on SL and
POP outcomes in the organisational context, inclusive but not
limited to authors, year of publication, country, work or
organisational or occupational population, POP themes and
key findings?

2. What types of SL with POP outcomes have been reported
within organisation settings?

Method
Research design

The methodological framework of the present scoping
review was supported by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI)
Reviewers manual — Methodology for JBI Scoping Reviews.
This adds to the framework introduced by Arksey and
O’'Malley (2005) and consists of further improvements by
Levac et al. (2010). The guidelines by Arksey and O’Malley
(2005) are known to be the basis on which scoping reviews
should be conducted. In their nature, scoping reviews are
known to take on a broad approach to research, generally
aiming to map out available literature and address broad
research questions (Peters et al., 2015). They aim to chart the
nature, range and extent of the literature that is related to a
specific topic or research area.

Scoping reviews have proven to be useful when the
research-based literature has not been comprehensively
reviewed (Terkelsen et al., 2019). This scoping review
followed modifications by Levac et al. (2010) to the original
scoping review framework as a means to assist in
replication studies. The framework includes the following
steps: (1) Identify the research question by clarifying and
linking the purpose and research question; (2) Identify
relevant studies by balancing feasibility with breadth and
comprehensiveness; (3) Select studies using an iterative
team approach to study selection and data extraction; (4)
Chart the data incorporating numerical summary and
qualitative thematic analysis; (5) Collate, summarise and
report the results, including the implications for policy,
practice or research and (6) Consultation exercise, which is
an optional step and can be adopted as a required
component of a scoping review. Taking into account the
aim of this scoping review, a prior review protocol had
been established before the review could be undertaken to
ensure that the review was undertaken to pre-define the
objectives, methods and plans of the review.
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To avoid bias, the researchers searched for relevant studies
that included published and unpublished studies without
limiting outcome terms. This is also in accordance with
Pollock et al.’s (2021) scoping review strategies to include
published and unpublished evidence in order to obtain a
broad scope of evidence. The search strategy was informed
by keywords that included servant leadership, positive
psychological well-being, servant leader, psychological well-
being, organisational context, workplace, company, business,
well-being, work environment and positive psychology.
Alternative spelling for organisations (i.e. organizations)
was included. Empirical, quantitative and mixed methods
studies were also included. For this study, it was important
to take note of other keywords that stem from POP and SL.
To achieve the main objective of the scoping review, only
results that indicated a direct pathway from SL to POP were
included. Correlational, antecedent, mediation or moderation
findings were excluded. Articles were therefore included if
any direct pathway results between SL and the positive
outcome were evident.

Research procedure

The review process started by identifying the computerised
databases (e.g. Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, Emerald Insights,
JSTOR, ScienceDirect, Scopus and Web of Science).

Studies were not included if they did not meet the following
criteria: full text and published in the English language
between 2015 and 2021. Studies had to have a sample that
was based on organisation or work settings. The majority of
studies not included in the final scope aimed to advance the
knowledge and theory of SL and POP and did not yield any
organisational outcomes. Articles were excluded if they were
not in English and did not consist of a study population that
was in an organisational environment. Articles published
before 2015 and after December 2021 were excluded. This
restriction on publication date was because the researchers
found that the prevalence of servant leadership and POP
research dated back to 2015 with the work of Panaccio et al.
(2015a) on Servant Leadership and well-being. The end date
was selected as this was the next closest date for extracting
data. Review studies are considerably time and labour-
intensive and a well-designed review may take more than
12 months to complete (The Cochrane Collaboration, 2011).
Against this background of the team consisting of two
reviewers and the intensiveness of labour in scoping reviews,
the end date of 2021 was selected.

Data extraction and analysis

This study used the content analysis phases of Vaismoradi
et al. (2016). As a start, both authors repeatedly perused the
data to gain a comprehensive understanding of the literature.
The first author then conducted a comprehensive synopsis of
each article (according to a template provided by the JBI in
Table 1 that was reviewed by the second author. The
template was adapted in accordance with the specific needs
and research questions of the study. This was carried out in
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order to develop a framework synthesis that guided the data
analysis in the next steps. The researchers kept careful
records to ensure that references were easily accessible and
that source tracking was possible. The synopsis as presented
in Table 1 included the following: authors and year of
publication, title and source, country of publication, data collection
method, sample size, description of participants, objectives of the
research and key findings. The articles were especially studied
to chart the POP outcomes in the next phase of the scoping
review.

To answer the second research question, the data presented
in the results and discussion of the articles were screened for
the essence of the relationships and the POP outcomes in
relation to SL. Parts that seemed to capture the essence of
this were highlighted and transferred to the data extraction
table. In another column, the summary provided in the first
column was cleaned so that only information regarding the
outcomes of POP was captured. The researchers read the
articles again to put the results in context and by studying
the results presented. Notes on this were made in a separate
column named ‘notes and theory’. In a follow-up, the POP
outcomes and notes were studied to also include synonyms
and variants of POP outcomes that resulted in a list of POP-
coded outcomes. The POP results were classified and
renamed according to the emerging codes. This process was
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repeated until both authors reached an agreement on the
final list of categories. The resulting codes and categories
were defined and explained based on the original included
studies.

Results
Description of studies reviewed

Table 1 details the scope consisting of the 14 studies included
in the scoping review and is visually presented as a concept
map in Figure 1. Most of the studies took a quantitative
approach in collecting and analysing data, and some took a
meta-analytic analysis review approach in which they
applied meta-regressions in their studies (providing scientific
evidence of direct pathways). These studies were carefully
considered, and after much consideration and review, they
were included in the final sample. Among these 14 articles,
four were conducted in the United States (US), one in France,
one in Turkey, one in Canada, two in South Africa, two in
India, one in Pakistan and two in China. The studies were
published between 2015 and 2021. Most of the studies were
published in 2021 (28.57%). The first year of publication was
the study by Ozyilmaz and Cicek (2015) who investigated
the effects of SL on employee attitudes, behaviours and
psychological climates. Most of the journals focussed on
management, business, leadership and industrial psychology

Organisational citizenship behaviour; Job satisfaction; Psychological
Climate; Psychological Contract (Follower needs); Interpersonal
Helping; Individual Initiative; Autonomy; Growth and Relatedness;
Feeling cared for and caring for others; Organisational Support;

Participants/industry |—| Most prominent industry

[ [
Banking, iron/steel, railroads and dairy, Production
textiles, banking, petroleum, and brick Manufacturing
manufacturing Banking and
Production and distribution X g
Designing and producing high-tech products Business
Construction
Managers

Small businessess
Small and medium manufacturing

Positive organisational
psychology outcomes

Growth and Development; Support and Trust; Organisational
| citizenship behaviour; Engagement; Job satisfaction; Commitment;
Trust; Job performance; Job satisfaction; Commitment; Trust;

enterprises

[ Positive State/Happiness; Life satisfaction; Positive Affect;

Manufacturing and service sector
School teachers
Retail, education, service and

Servant leadership and positive organisational
psychology outcomes studies

Happiness; Meaningful Work, Affective commitment; Psychological
Well-being; Growth; Psychological Capital; Flourishing, Psychological

telecommunications ‘

‘ empowerment, Perceived Relationship Investment: Team Reflexivity;

United States

T . Psychological empowerment; Organisational commitment;
Country of publication | Year of publication Engagement; Trust; Creativity; Job satisfaction; Work Support
Authors [ [ [ [ [
Turkey 2015
India 2015 Organisational level Group level Individual level
Ozylmaz and Cicek India 2016
Panaccio, Henderson, Liden, Wayne, and Cao Pakistan 2017 ‘ ‘ ‘
Chiniara and Bentein China 2018 Positive Interrelated Positive
Coetzer, Bussin, and Geldenhuys China 2021 2019 reciprocity positivity State/Growth/Meaning
Hoch, Bommer, Dulebohn and Wu South Africa most | | 2019 ‘ ‘
Kiker, Callahan and Kiker South Africa prominent 2019
Maziriri, Chuchu, and Madinga us year 2020 Team reflexivity Job satisfaction; Life satisfaction
Pathak and Dey us 2021 Flourishing at the Happiness, Positive Affect;
Fatima, Rehman, Amin, and Ismail us 2021 group level Positive state
Clarence, Devassy Jena and George us 2021 Relatedness and | |Hope and Optimism; Engagement
Giolito, Liden, Van Dierendonck and Canada 2021 care for others Personal development;
Cheung Erance 2021 performance;
Thelen and Yue competence; Autonomy;
Wang, Guan, Cui, Cai and Liu and Chen ‘ Organisation citizenship behaviour Initiative and Creative; Flourishing
‘ Most prominent affective commitment and Purpose and Calling Feel valued
continent/country commitment and fulfilled
| Most prominent author Trust and supervision support
‘ Perceived relationship investment
Asia
Africa

FIGURE 1: Concept map for scoping review.
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fields. The studies had samples that were in different and
vast industries, such as banking, construction, technology,
education, retail and telecommunications. Most studies
included both women and men in their study samples, and
the ethnicity of the participants differed according to the
country and context of the study. Surveys and questionnaires
were the data collection methods that were used the most,
and consent was requested for participation in all studies.

Trustworthiness of the scoping review and
ethical considerations

The researchers acknowledged their own biases in
selecting the studies and their involvement in the research
process. They followed the comprehensive guide as set out
in Shaheen et al. (2023) to ensure the trustworthiness,
validity, and reliability of systematic reviews, of which the
scoping review is a part. The most prominent guidelines
are to clearly define the research question and to design a
high-quality search method. Researchers did this by
formulating a research question and identifying key
concepts and search terms. The validity and reliability of
the scoping review were further enhanced by providing
inclusion and exclusion criteria. The use of multiple
databases ensured that a comprehensive search was
performed. Researchers attempted to avoid bias in
selecting the articles by an evaluation of two independent
reviewers and by documenting the review well. Only
studies where a direct pathway between servant leadership
and positive psychological well-being outcomes could be
found were included. The content analysis was applied
according to the guidelines of Vaismoradi et al. (2016).

Next, a content analysis was carried out on the 14 extracted
studies to further investigate the POP results of SL, of which
a list of 1013 individual entries was found. After coding
the entries, similar terms were grouped together resulting
in a subsequent list of 109 codes. Nineteen subcategories
of which three were deductively grouped as positive
reciprocity, interrelated positivity and positive state and/or
growth and meaning were identified. These three categories
were each placed on the organisational, group and individual
levels of the organisation. Positive reciprocity on the
organisation level, interrelated positivity on the group level
and lastly positive state, growth and meaning on the
individual level of the organisation. Table 2 presents the
categories and subcategories that further emerged as
follows:

Category 1: Organisational level

At the organisational level, a positive reciprocity category
emerged. Subcategories included organisational citizenship
behaviour, affective commitment and commitment, trust and
supervision support and perceived relationship investment. This
category found that employees experienced positivity,
commitment and loyalty towards the organisation because of
the behaviours and attitudes of servant leaders. The servant
leader puts the follower first and their career needs first. They
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TABLE 2: Positive organisational psychology outcome categories and subcategories.

Categories Subcategories

Organisational level
Positive reciprocity

Organisation Citizenship Behaviour (A1, A5, A6)

Affective commitment and commitment (A10,
A2, A6)

Trust and supervision support (A4, A6)
Perceived relationship investment (A12)
Team reflexivity (A13)

Flourishing at the group level (A11)

Group level
Interrelated positivity

Relatedness and care for others (A3)
Individual level Job satisfaction (A1, A5, A6, A14)
Positive State/Growth/Meaning Life satisfaction (A8)

Happiness, Positive Affect (A8)

Positive state (A7)

Hope and Optimism (A10)

Engagement (A4, A5, A9)

Personal development; performance;
competence (A1, A4, A6, A10, A12)

Autonomy (A3)

Initiative and Creative (A2, A14)
Flourishing (A11)

Purpose and Calling (A4, A10, A12)
Feel valued and fulfilled (A9, A12)

provide employees with direction and organisational support
to complete their work. As a result, employees will reciprocate
these behaviours and attitudes by being committed and loyal
to the organisation and going beyond the call of duty.

Kiker et al. (2019) concluded that the support provided by
servant leaders to employees yields a positive affect on the
organisation and employees. Panaccio et al. (2015b)
established that employees are more committed to the
organisation because of the support and the fulfilled
expectations of the employees. Clarence et al. (2021) identified
that the positive interaction of the servant leader results in
employees reciprocating this positivity back to the
organisation. Ozyilmaz and Cicek (2015) revealed that if
servant leaders show altruism or emotionally support
employees during challenging times, employees will
reciprocate this. They will give back to the organisation
through positive organisational behaviours. In conclusion,
this category found that servant leaders” ability to care for
their employees’ needs is reciprocated by employees by
giving back to the organisation.

Category 2: Group level

On a group level, an interrelated positivity category emerged
relating to the extension of positive behaviour towards others
and for the greater good. It consisted of team reflexivity, group-
level flourishing and relatedness and care for others. Outcomes
included positive transition efforts and positive adaptation
to the environment and experiencing flourishing on a group
level by putting others before yourself, wanting to take care
of others and relating positively to others. Servant leaders
can influence group-level behaviour and attitudes through
inspiring, empowering and ensuring that they keep the
promises they make to teams and groups in the organisation.

Employees will tend to listen to other employees about SL
behaviours and actions. If the employee feels valued and
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cared for, they will partake in group goals and activities that
take the company forward. Wang et al. (2021) show that
servant leaders can guide employees through changing
environments by listening to employees and accepting the
diverse views of the group. Giolito et al. (2021) identified that
when there are shared positive emotions in a team, it will
increase group-level well-being and interrelatedness to
others. Chiniara and Bentein (2016) concluded that SL affects
well-being at the group level because of the need for
employees to be related to others. In conclusion, when
employees feel positive emotions in a group, they want to
identify more with the group and do more for the group. The
employees will cooperate in making the group goals a reality
and will feel that their well-being is taken care of.

Category 3: Individual level

On an individual level, positive state, growth and meaning
emerged as a category. The subcategories were job satisfaction,
life satisfaction, happiness, positive affect, positive state, hope and
optimism, involvement, personal development, performance,
competence and autonomy. This category reflects the outcomes
that surface on an individual level because of employees
experiencing servant leader behaviours such as caring,
putting their needs first, supporting and empowering
employees to be the best versions of themselves. This
translates into employees experiencing more positive
emotions, employees experiencing growth and development
because of the training and development they will receive,
and they develop a sense of meaning and life satisfaction that
is linked to being happy at work, hopeful, optimistic,
competent, having autonomy over their work and being
engaged. The nature of the servant leaders’ approach to put
their followers first results in employees being intrinsically
and extrinsically satisfied with their jobs.

Clarence et al. (2021) indicated that leaders who practised a
servant leadership management style positively impacted
their subordinate’s psychological well-being. Kiker et al. (2019)
ascertain that the ability of the servant leader to connect with
followers on an individual level results in employees showing
positive work behaviours, affective commitment and job
satisfaction. Pathak and Dey (2019) indicated that the presence
of servant leadership will result in higher POP and higher
levels of follower satisfaction. Employees who receive higher
levels of support at work tend to be in a positive mood. In
conclusion, when employees feel that there is a connection
with the servant leader, they experience and exhibit positive
work attitudes and behaviours. Clarence et al. (2021) confirm
this in their study that demonstrates that the servant leader—
follower relationship promotes positivity among employees
through positive interactions and presence.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from
the North-West University Economic and Management
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (EMS-REC) (NWU-
00923-21-A4).
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Discussion
Outline of the results

The content of the conceptual map compiled indicated that
most of the studies included in the scoping review were from
a variety of authors but Leiden published the most studies.
Participants and industries were diverse but most prominent
in the production, manufacturing, banking and business
sectors. The US and Asian countries produced the most
studies and in 2021 the most studies were published. These
results can be explained by the prominence of the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) in the US and Asia in 2021 — and
servant leadership that was most probably investigated as a
means to show care and motivation in turbulent times
(Dominuguez-Salas et al., 2020).

Positive organisational psychology outcomes were found on
organisation, group and individual levels. This is in accordance
with Canavesi and Minelli (2022) who also found that there is
evidence that SL can foster positive outcomes that can be
found at the individual, team and organisational levels.

Positive reciprocity emerged as a category on the organisational level.
It refers to the social exchange process where an employee
who experiences positivity as a result of SL feels a need to
reciprocate such positiveness in the form of a positive feeling,
attitude or behaviour towards the organisation or supervisor.
The results furthermore indicated that SL leads to employees
experiencing organisation citizenship behaviour (Ozyilmaz &
Cicek, 2015), feeling committed (Clarence et al., 2021; Kiker et
al., 2019; Panaccio et al., 2015b) trusting the organisation and
supervisors (Coetzer et al., 2017, Kiker et al., 2019) and
reciprocating the perceived relationship investment (Thelen &
Yue, 2021). In essence, it can be seen that because of SL,
employees are ‘returning the favour’ or giving the positiveness
back to the organisation as well as being received.

It can be further explained by applying the social exchange
theory where the organisation or supervisor provides
resources or a pleasant experience and in turn the employee
exchanges this (giving in return) by a positive feeling, attitude
or behaviour directed back to the organisation, supervisor or
team. In essence, it refers to a mechanism for employees to
respond to what they receive. Employees feel committed or
affectively committed when they experience an overall
positive attitude towards the organisation because of SL.
They experience contentment, feel comfortable and sense a
sense of belonging. Employees exhibit an overall positive
attitude, along with ethical and moral behaviours in their
assistance to others. They are loyal and internalise their sense
of belonging to the extent that they feel they are part of the
organisation (Wang et al., 2021).

Interrelated positivity emerged as a category on a group level. It
refers to a positive interaction or positive sharing between
and in a group that will induce a change of action either to
adapt or experience a more positive transition or altering
group goals in order to perform and reach organisational
goals. It also refers to the experience of an overall group’s
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well-being and acceptance of one another. Team reflexivity
refers to a positive team transition and reflection process
where team members reflect and share job efforts and
processes to adapt to changing or volatile organisational
environments. During this adaptation process, work efforts
are reflected upon and social information is used to adapt the
goals of the team or organisation.

The employee, as part of the team, will review the
performance of the team and initiate efforts to solve the
evident problems creatively. As a result of SL, team members
will listen to each other and accept various views (Wang et
al., 2021). Servant leadership is guiding employees through a
changing environment by fostering and cultivating reflective
processes. The servant leader will foster a positive
environment to drive the team’s performance.

Servant leadership will foster group consensus, higher
collective efforts and more shared goals (Giolito et al., 2021).
The servant leader becomes the custodian of the larger team
and puts emphasis on the benefits of the value of the ‘greater
good’ vs. the ‘self-centred efforts” of individual employees.
The flourishing of the group is evident when the team
members share their positive affect and collective consensus.
Shared positive attitudes in the team can be a form of positive
emotion contagion that increases group-level well-being.
Chiniara and Benstein (2016) argue that employees have a
need to relate to others, they want to feel connected and
cared for and also want to take care of others. They point to
the fact that SL is sensitive to the needs of others and helps
others to foster trusting relationships where they feel safe
and taken care of. In the presence of SL, employees will
experience a sense of belonging.

Positive state or growth or meaning as a category on the individual
level. It refers to a positive state, growth and meaning that
employees experience as a result of SL. Several subcategories
emerged that can be an indication of the profound impact of
LS on employees. An overarching overlap of positive affect,
attitudes and behaviours emerged that can be linked back to
the pleasurable state of hedonic well-being. Employees will
‘return’ the behaviour of the servant leader of putting their
followers ‘first’ by being intrinsically and extrinsically
satisfied with their jobs (Ozylmaz & Cicek 2015).

The ability of the servant leader to empower, guide and
provide organisational support enables servant leaders to
assist employees in facing everyday challenges, ensuring that
employees are satisfied and positive with their organisational
needs. Servant leadership leads to employees who can exhibit
positive attitudes. In the SL and employee relationship,
employees experience job satisfaction through the servant
leader’s ability to understand the needs of followers, listen to
them and place their needs before their own. In the servant-
leader relationship, employees who prefer to feel like they
can be part of decision-making have autonomy over their
work, feel empowered by opportunities and will experience
positive work attitudes (Zhang et al., 2021). It is the positive
feelings of being understood, appreciated, motivated and
empowered that are at the heart of SL that get followers to
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engage in positive workplace attitudes and behaviours that
contribute to well-being (Dey, 2019). One can deduce that if
employees feel part of the organisation, it filters into their
work and personal lives. Employees who receive higher
levels of organisational support via SL tend to be in a positive
mood at work (Magziriri et al., 2019).

Employees will also show levels of optimism when they
believe that their leader cares about their emotions,
development and spirituality (Clarence et al., 2021). In the
leader—follower relationship, this could also mean that when
employees feel that their career development is prioritised
and planned, it could lead to optimism about the future.
When goals and directions are clearly set by the SL, there is
hope of achieving those goals. This results in employees
feeling positive effects such as more work engagement
(Clarence et al., 2021). Positive feelings result in altered
behaviours and attitudes of employees. Servant leaders
provide their employees with all the resources, such as
organisational support, job clarity and supervisor support to
complete their jobs. The ability of the servant leader to
address the needs of followers results in followers being
engaged (Coetzer et al., 2017).

Growth is related to the ability of the servant leader to help in
the employee’s personal development, performance,
competence, autonomy, sense of taking initiative, creativity
and flourishing. Employees will reciprocate the behaviours
of servant leaders by showing the same behaviours
themselves. The servant leader will create opportunities for
employees to use their abilities and take on more responsibility
atwork. They create an environment where all organisational
tasks can be completed and as a result, enabling employees
to perform their jobs effectively. The servant leader will have
knowledge and awareness of what is happening in the
workplace and will give their followers the responsibility of
ensuring that they prevent potential problems as and when
they arise. As a result, employees have the opportunity to
leverage their abilities and be competent in their jobs. The
servant leader will empower and develop their people and
provide direction for work tasks to be completed whereby
employees will complete the tasks to the best of their ability.
The growth of employees is of central importance to servant
leaders, and their priority is to ensure that employees are
developed and can function to the best of their abilities
(Ozyilmaz & Cicek, 2015).

Servant leaders provide their employees with organisational
support, and employees receive this through personal growth
and development opportunities. The servant leader will
provide continuous growth and development opportunities
to employees, such as training and development, coaching
and mentoring and allowing employees to make mistakes in
their presence (Coetzer et al., 2017). The nature of a servant
leader is to create a positive work environment for employees
to encourage performance. The servant leader will
continuously encourage the growth and self-actualisation of
employees. In this positive climate, employees will feel
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empowered to grow and self-actualise while performing in
their roles (Kiker et al., 2019).

A study by Chiniara and Bentein (2016) found that SL is
positively related to competence and autonomy. Servant
leadership will increase task performance by satisfying the
psychological needs for autonomy and competence. The
servant leader communicates and understands the
expectations of the followers, and as a result, the employees
will be able to take initiative with respect to their work. The
flourishing of the employees is an outcome of SL. It is the
personal evaluation of the importance that something holds
for them compared to what they consider important in life.
When there is alignment between the values and the
requirements of the job, employees experience a sense of
purpose and calling, and they feel valued and fulfilled
(Giolito et al., 2021).

Coetzer et al. (2017) argue that empowerment is not only about
development but also relates to allowing employees to grow
fully into their abilities and as a result achieve a higher
purpose. In the servant leader and employee relationship, the
servant leader will align work with the interests, passions,
purpose, talent and skills of the employees, making work
more meaningful. The servant leader can give clear directions,
and when the expectations and purpose of a job are clear,
employees become engaged with their work. Additionally,
employee empowerment leads to employees experiencing
meaning (Thelen & Yue, 2021). The ability of the servant leader
to not focus on personal glory and gain, but rather encourage
employees to engage in moral, ethical and socially responsible
behaviours result in a meaningful and fulfilling life. When a
servantleader develops a trusting relationship with employees,
it results in an awareness of follower needs. It will further
encourage employees to contribute to making work more
valuable to them (Fatima et al., 2020). Thelen and Yue (2021)
found a significant relationship between SL and psychological
empowerment that indicated that in the presence of SL,
employees will experience being valued and fulfilled.

Practical implications

The findings of the research show that SL improves the POP
of employees, which provides some significant implications
for human resources management strategies. Selection and
promotion competencies can include individuals who exhibit
caring for others along with leadership qualities. Dedication
to serving others can be given the first priority as far as
servant leadership qualities are concerned. Servant leader
behaviours should be regarded as important to display and
can be assessed as part of a 360 performance management
system. A partnership between human resources and
management can create a psychologically safe climate by
fostering the values servant leaders display. Initiatives and
interventions such as mentoring and reward programmes
can support servant leadership behaviours. Additionally,
succession planning should identify future potential leaders
who exemplify the characteristics of servanthood. Leadership
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development programmes should be regarded as a priority
to develop servant leadership qualities in both managers and
employees. Space and contexts should be created where
those who want to connect with each other and share the
goals of the organisation can do so. Such programmes can be
enhanced through a servant leadership strategy and policy.

Limitations and recommendations

It is important to note that this study had limitations. Firstly,
the included studies were published only in English, which
may have led to the exclusion of relevant research in other
languages. Additionally, the studies considered in this
scoping review were confined to the organisational setting,
potentially overlooking meaningful relationships outside
this context. The included studies were published between
2015 and 2021, resulting in the exclusion of studies published
before 2015 and after 2021 that could have been pertinent.
Furthermore, many of the included studies did not specify
the industry or sector in which they were conducted, making
it challenging to determine the prevalence of SL and POP
outcomes in specific industries where turnover rates may be
high. Lastly, the scope focussed solely on positive key terms,
while negative key terms — such as emotional exhaustion and
burnout — were not included, which could have broadened
the scope of the review.

Conclusions

This study met the criteria for a scoping review as described
by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) by aiming to explore the
outcomes of SL and POP in the workplace and in addition by
providing a conceptual map of SL and POP in organisational
settings. Servant leadership was associated with several
positive states, including expected positive affect, personal
growth, and a sense of meaning. Positive organisational
psychology outcomes at the organisational and group levels
should be included in investigations of psychological well-
being. The results related to SL and POP at the group level
highlighted the importance of well-being in fostering
adaptability and psychological well-being within groups.
Part of the definition of POP involves integrating our
understanding of the negative aspects of human functioning.
Future studies should also examine how SL can serve as a
buffer against negative experiences, such as emotional
exhaustion and burnout.
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