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Keywords
In this study we aimed to promote Chinese public sector development knowledge workers;
and reduce the difficulty of management and motivation of knowledge servant leadership;
workers (k-workers) in the public sector. We investigated if servant leader—-member
leadership influences leader-member exchange (LMX) and if k- exchange; organizational
workers’ LMX influences their task performance, as well as examining citizenship behavior; task
the mediating role of organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). We performance

collected questionnaires from 383 k-workers in 10 Chinese public
sectors via a self-administered survey, and used partial least squares
structural equation modeling for data analysis. Results show that
servant leadership had a positive relationship with LMX, LMX was
positively related to OCB and task performance, and OCB had a
mediating effect in the LMX-task performance relationship. Our
results have theoretical implications, and our practical suggestions for
managing, motivating, and inspiring k-workers will help promote the
organizational performance of the Chinese public sector.

Drucker (1994) proposed the concept of knowledge workers (k-workers), defining them as people who
master and apply symbols and concepts, and work with knowledge and information. K-workers are usually
highly educated with professional knowledge and skills that are in high demand, and they are critical to
their organization. These skills may include symbolic analysis (Despres & Hiltrop, 1995; T. W. Lee &
Maurer, 1997; Yang et al., 2006); information analysis, distribution abilities, and production capacity
(Banerjee, 2006); and the ability to use tools or techniques (Kubo & Saka, 2002). The definition of k-worker
is cross-cultural, as it has also been applied in the Chinese working population. Yang et al. (2006) defined
Chinese knowledge workers as being highly educated with professional skills, and the ability to apply such
skills to identify and solve problems.

For the past 20 years, k-workers, who apply their knowledge to promote organizational development, have
been the most valuable assets of most organizations (Henard & McFadyen, 2008). Thus, the improvement
of k-workers’ task performance is the key to enhancing the core competitiveness of the public sector and
better serving of the public (Mei et al., 2014). Previous researchers have shown that an increase in
leader—member exchange is an effective way to improve task performance (Byun et al., 2017; A. Lee et al.,
2019). However, there has been little scholarly attention paid to the k-worker leader—-member
exchange—task performance relationship in the public sector, and knowledge of the mechanism underlying
this relationship is limited.
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Mladkova et al. (2015) showed that misdirected motivation can negatively influence the performance of k-
workers, although they are usually responsible professionals. These authors identified motivational or
behavioral factors that may influence k-workers’ task performance, and as many of these factors concern the
k-worker—supervisor relationship, this relationship is a crucial factor that can motivate and influence k-
workers’ performance. Mladkova et al. found that leadership style significantly impacted on the relationship
between supervisors and followers, thereby affecting their behavior and performance. Therefore, from the
social exchange perspective, we examined if servant leadership affects k-workers’ leader—member exchange
and their task performance (Yi & Ma, 2020).

In our investigation of the relationships among servant leadership, k-workers’ leader—-member exchange,
OCB, and task performance, we have contributed to the literature by providing a theoretical model to
explain if servant leadership influences k-workers’ leader—-member exchange and how leader—-member
exchange affects k-workers’ behavior and impacts on their task performance. We have also provided
practical implications for the public sector on how to manage and motivate k-workers to promote
organizational performance. The theoretical framework is shown in Figure 1.

Leader—-member Organizational citizenship
exchange = behavior

\
4

Servant leadership ———| Task performance

|

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
Servant Leadership and Leader—Member Exchange

Servant leadership emphasizes serving others and recognizes that the role of organizations is to create
people who can improve their organization (Eva et al., 2019). In addition, servant leadership can provide
numerous solutions to help solve the challenges of the 21st century, as servant leadership is associated with
positive attributes such as respect, caring, and altruism (Parris & Peachey, 2013). Greenleaf (2002) noted
that a servant leader is focused on bringing out the best in their followers. As the key component of servant
leadership is that, by serving followers, a leader is more like a servant, servant leadership is different from
other styles (Black, 2010).

Leader—member exchange (LMX) refers to the quality of exchange relationship between a leader and
followers, and illustrates how leaders form an exchange relationship with followers in a group over time
(Dansereau et al., 1975). Subordinate positions and LMX efficiency comprise two categories: in-group and
out-group (C. Wang, 2016). The former is characterized by high-quality LMX with high trust, and formal or
informal incentives. In-group members receive more feedback, and have a greater degree of freedom to
contribute work outside their formal responsibilities (Liden & Graen, 1980). In contrast, out-group
members have low-quality LMX with low trust and support, and lack of care. As they are confined to their
employment contract requirements, they engage only in routine daily activities and interact formally with
their supervisor (A. Lee et al., 2019). Servant leaders develop high-quality LMX by creating empathy with
their followers, building trust, and focusing on their developmental needs (Mostafa & El-Motalib, 2019;
Newman et al., 2017). Thus, through high-quality LMX, servant leaders have a mutually beneficial
relationship with their followers (van Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011).
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Empirical researchers have also demonstrated the servant leadership—LMX relationship. For example,
Mostafa and El-Motalib (2019) used structural equation modeling to show that servant leadership and
proactive behavior had a positive relationship with LMX in the Egyptian public health sector. In addition,
Chiniara and Bentein (2018) highlighted the significant impact of servant leadership on LMX, and
associated these factors with high performance and organizational well-being among 229 employees. In
their examination of the relationship between servant leadership and LMX in the Chinese context, Newman
et al. (2017) found that proactive personality moderated the indirect effect of servant leadership on OCB
through LMX and psychological empowerment among 446 supervisor—subordinate dyads. Thus, we
proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Servant leadership and leader—member exchange will be positively related.

Leader—-Member Exchange and Organizational Citizenship Behavior

Bateman and Organ (1983) introduced the concept of organizational citizenship behavior, which Organ
(1988) defined as individual behavior that is not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward
system. OCB promotes overall organizational effective functioning, which includes activities or acts
perceived to be extrarole (vs. in-role) and discretionary, that is, they are not a mandatory requirement
(Indarti et al., 2017; Organ, 1997).

The LMX-OCB relationship can be explained according to the norm of reciprocity of social exchange theory
(Blau, 1964), in which it is suggested that social interaction is built on trust, and the hope that one
individual will reciprocate another’s act of goodwill. When a supervisor’s actions are perceived positively by
their followers (high-quality LMX), these actions evoke feelings of obligation (Chow et al., 2015; Harris et
al., 2014), such that the followers then engage in extrarole behavior (e.g., OCB) to fulfil their perceived duty.

Empirical researchers have also demonstrated an LMX—-OCB relationship. For example, Bowler et al. (2019)
found a positive relationship between LMX and OCB among 529 working adults matched with their
supervisor. In addition, Y. Lee (2019) examined the relationship between LMX and OCB among 653
employees of senior hospitals in Seoul and Kyeong-In in South Korea, and found that the two variables were
positively related. Further, Anand et al. (2018) found a significant relationship between LMX and OCB
among 245 employees. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Leader—member exchange and organizational citizenship behavior will be positively
related.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior and Task Performance

Task performance refers to workers’ duties officially accepted as being part of their job. These actions
contribute to the organization’s overall performance both directly (e.g., executing part of a technological
process) and indirectly (e.g., supplying required materials or services; Borman & Motowidlo, 1993). He et al.
(2019) found that through the promotion of employee performance metrics, such as task performance, OCB
can improve organizational performance measures, such as cooperation and teamwork. Further, Hanafi et
al. (2018) suggested that this behavior improves employees’ motivation, facilitates social communication,
reduces disputes, improves work efficiency, and, ultimately, improves employees’ performance.

Empirical researchers have also found a positive OCB—task performance relationship. For example, He et al.
(2019) found a positive relationship between LMX and OCB among 96 employees in the hospitality sector.
Rapp et al. (2013) investigated 212 employees and 41 supervisors and demonstrated a positive relationship
between OCB and task performance, accounting for the moderating role of time management skill.
Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Organizational citizenship behavior and task performance will be positively related.
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Leader—Member Exchange and Task Performance

The relationship between LMX and task performance can be explained according to the norm of reciprocity
of social exchange theory (Blau, 1964). Leaders provide tangible and intangible benefits to followers in a
high-quality leader—member relationship (Kuvaas & Buch, 2018). Tangible benefits (e.g., resources and
money) promote better performance by providing followers with profit and wealth, whereas intangible
benefits (e.g., favors and appreciation) motivate followers to reciprocate by making an extra effort or
dedicating themselves to their work (Kuvaas & Buch, 2018).

Empirical researchers have generally supported the relationship between LMX and task performance. For
instance, A. Lee et al. (2019) found a positive relationship between these two variables among 320
employees. In addition, Breevaart et al. (2015) investigated 847 Dutch police officers and demonstrated a
significant positive relationship between LMX and task performance. Further, Young et al. (2021) used 21
original meta-analyses to build a correlation matrix illustrating the LMX—task performance relationship.
Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Leader—member exchange and task performance will be positively related.

Leader—Member Exchange, Organizational Citizenship Behavior, and Task Performance

High-quality LMX involves an emotional connection and generally unstated, shared expectations of
reciprocity. In a high-quality exchange relationship, supervisors cater to the higher social needs of followers
by guiding them to prioritize collective benefits over individual satisfaction in the short term. As employees
with higher OCB are more willing to pursue collective interests, those with high-quality LMX are more
committed to demonstrating OCB to promote organizational development in return (Chow et al., 2015).

As OCB is typically voluntary and unpaid, employees demonstrating OCB tend to exhibit altruism,
organizational commitment, and conscientiousness (LePine et al., 2002), which are positively related to task
performance (Rapp et al., 2013). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Organizational citizenship behavior will mediate the relationship between leader—-member
exchange and task performance.

Method

Participants and Procedure

As Yang et al. (2006) defined k-workers as having at least a bachelor’s degree level of education, we chose
this as an inclusion criterion for our participants. Our initial target population comprised 600 people from
10 Chinese public sectors. After we had collected the 600 questionnaires, we removed 216 participants
based on Yang et al.’s (2006) definition of a non-k-worker, and were left with a final population of 383 k-
workers, of whom 255 (66.6%) were women and 128 (33.4%) were men (M,,. = 33.7 years, SD = 6.5, range =
22-53). Regarding level of education, 230 (60.1%) had a bachelor’s degree and 153 (39.9%) had a master’s
degree or above.

Participants were asked to complete the questionnaires within 10 minutes. We conducted this survey online
using the Wenjuanxing platform, and posted the research statement in the questionnaires to ensure that
every participant acknowledged that they were involved in social science research. Only upon acceptance of
this statement could the questionnaire be completed. No compensation was provided to the participants.
The entire survey was anonymous and the research protocol was approved by Universiti Utara Malaysia.
The data collection period lasted for 64 days.
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Measures

As the items were adopted from previous studies, reliability and validity had been confirmed. All items were
assessed on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Servant Leadership

We measured servant leadership with the six-item short form of the original 35-item Servant Leadership
Behavior Scale (Sendjaya et al., 2019; a = .85). Sample items are “My supervisor uses power in service to
others, not for their ambition,” “My supervisor enhances my capacity for moral actions,” and “My supervisor
helps me to generate a sense of meaning out of everyday life at work.”

Leader-Member Exchange
We assessed LMX with Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995; a = .89) seven-item LMX measure. Sample items are “I
usually know how satisfied my supervisor is with what I do” and “My supervisor recognizes my potential.”

Organizational Citizenship Behavior

We measured OCB using Smith et al.’s (1983; a = .81) 16-item scale. Sample items are “I help other
employees with their work when they have been absent” and “I volunteer to do things not formally required
by the job.”

Task Performance

We assessed task performance with Koopmans et al.’s (2014; a = .87) seven-item task performance scale
from the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire. Sample items are “I manage to plan my work so that
it is done on time” and “I keep in mind the results that I have to achieve in my work.”

Data Analysis

Data from the self-administered questionnaires were analyzed with partial least squares structural equation
modeling. Partial least squares analysis facilitates the examination of a set of interrelated research questions
by modeling the relationships among multiple constructs (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). We used SmartPLS
2.0 M3 software and SPSS 21.0.

Results
Composite Reliability and Convergent Validity

We tested composite reliability, for which a value of over .70 is acceptable (Hair et al., 2014). As shown in
Table 1, the composite reliability value for each variable was over .70, thus meeting the convergent validity
requirement.

Table 1. Composite Reliability Results

Model construct Items CR
Servant leadership 6 .87
Leader—-member exchange 7 97
Organizational citizenship behavior 16 94
Task performance 7 .96

Note. CR = composite reliability.

In addition, Hair et al. (2014) noted that for acceptable convergent validity to be established, factor loadings
must exceed .50, and average variance extracted (AVE) values must exceed .50. We found that the factor
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loadings of the 36 items for the four variables all exceeded .50 (servant leadership: .66—.77, LMX = .82-.93,
OCB = .61-.76, task performance = .82-.93). In addition, the AVE of each variable exceeded .50 (servant
leadership = .52, LMX =.81, OCB = .50, task performance = .77). These results show that each variable had
acceptable convergent validity.

Discriminant Validity and Correlation Analysis

Discriminant validity requires that the observed values are distinguishable when different constructs are
measured via different methods. This criterion was met for each construct (see Table 2); thus, acceptable
discriminant validity was established. Correlations among the variables are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Discriminant Validity of Constructs

Construct M SD 1 2 3 4
1. Servant leadership 2.90 1.05 519

2. Leader—member exchange 3.03 1.34 303" .808

3. Organizational citizenship behavior 3.10 0.99 241 .801** 496

4. Task performance 3.23 1.27 355 490 445 767

Note. Average variance extracted values are shown on the diagonal in boldface.
*%
p<.oL.

Structural Equation Modeling

R? values can be used to evaluate the quality of each variable in the structural model. If R is within the
range of 0—1, it is acceptable (Hair et al., 2014). Figure 2 shows that OCB and TP as the endogenous
variables were at a substantial level: 64.5% and 59.1%, respectively. The R* value of LMX was 9.4%, which is
low but still acceptable. The cross-loading results between each variable are also shown in Figure 2.
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LMX1 LMX2 LMX3 LMX4 LMX5 LMX6 LMX7 TP1
SL1 TP2
SL2 TP3
SL3 TP4
SL4 TP5
SL5 TP6
SL6 TP7

OCB2

OCB3

OCB4

OCB5

OCB6 OCB7 OCBS8 OCB9 OCB10 OCB16

Figure 2. Structural Equation Model for Latent Variables

Note. SL = servant leadership; LMX = leader—-member exchange; OCB = organizational citizenship
behavior; TP = task performance.

Hypothesis Testing

We tested the hypotheses using bootstrapping analysis with 5,000 resamples, which involves repeated
random sampling and replacement of the original sample to create a bootstrapped sample. We used the
resulting standard error to verify each hypothesis. The PLS-bootstrapping method for the model is
presented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Hypothesis Testing of the Model

Note. SL= servant leadership; LMX = leader—-member exchange; OCB = organizational citizenship
behavior; TP = task performance.

The hypothesized structural relationships among servant leadership, LMX, OCB, and task performance are
shown in Table 3. A 1% significance level for the two-tailed test requires a t value of at least 2.58 (p < .01).
Servant leadership was significantly related to LMX, t(df) = 3.740, p < .01, 95% confidence interval (CI)
[0.226, 0.549]. In addition, LMX was significantly related to OCB, t(df) = 19.499, p < .01, 95% CI [0.532,
0.649], and task performance, t(df) = 2.670, p < .01, 95% CI [0.355, 0.573], whereas OCB was significantly
related only to task performance, t(df) = 10.107, p < .01, 95% CI [0.844, 0.971]. Thus, Hypotheses 1, 2, 3,
and 4 were supported.

Table 3. Hypothesis Testing Results

Hypothesized relationship SE t Confidence interval Supported
1. SL-LMX 0.08 3.740* [0.226, 0.549] Yes
2. LMX-OCB 0.04 19.499* [0.532, 0.649] Yes
3. OCB-TP 0.10 10.107* [0.844,0.971] Yes
4. LMX-TP 0.09 2.670" [0.355,0.573] Yes

Note. SL = servant leadership; LMX = leader—member exchange; OCB = organizational citizenship behavior;
TP = task performance. Results are significant at p < .01 for a two-tailed ¢ value of 2.58.
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To test the mediating effect of OCB on the relationship between LMX and task performance, we evaluated
the variance accounted for (VAF). The levels are as follows: VAF < 0.20 indicates no mediating effect; VAF =
0.20-0.80 indicates partial mediation; VAF > 0.80 indicates full mediation. On the basis of the calculation,
the VAF value of the LMX-OCB-task performance relationship was (0.803 x 0.992)/(0.803 x
0.992-0.305) = 1.620. Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported.

Discussion

We used k-workers in 10 Chinese public sectors as participants, and analyzed the data collected from a
survey to examine the relationships among servant leadership, LMX, OCB, and task performance from
theoretical and empirical perspectives. Our results show there was a positive relationship between servant
leadership and LMX, which is consistent with the findings of Chiniara and Bentein (2018) and Mostafa and
El-Motalib (2019). This result indicates that servant leadership had a positive effect on the management of k-
workers as it improved the relationship between leaders and followers. Thus, leaders from the Chinese
public sector should employ servant leaders to fairly manage and create a harmonious relationship with k-
workers, rather than giving orders with absolute authority.

The results also demonstrate a positive reciprocal relationship between LMX and OCB, which is consistent
with the findings of Chow et al. (2015) and Harris et al. (2014). To maintain this social exchange
relationship, followers work harder and even undertake tasks beyond their job requirements. In addition,
the significance of the LMX—OCB relationship is that in a high-quality exchange relationship, the leader
offers incentives for followers (e.g., rewards, promotion, allowances), including a reward when they go
beyond formal duties (Harris et al., 2014). Therefore, followers are more likely to perform extrarole
behavior to preserve a balanced or equal exchange relationship (Huang et al., 2014). A good relationship
between leaders and k-workers in the public sector is, thus, important to motivate k-workers to demonstrate
extrarole behavior.

Further, we found that k-workers’ OCB mediates the relationship between LMX and task performance in the
Chinese public sector. This finding is consistent with that of H. Wang et al. (2005), who reported that OCB
mediated the relationship between LMX and follower performance in 162 supervisor—subordinate dyads.
Thus, our result shows that managers need to establish and maintain a harmonious relationship with
followers. When LMX between leaders and k-workers is of high quality, k-workers are more likely to engage
in OCB, which promotes their task performance and, ultimately, benefits organizational performance. LMX
and OCB should also be included in performance evaluations as they are directly related to k-workers’ task
performance.

There are some limitations in this study. First, owing to time constraints, we measured all predictor
variables (e.g., servant leadership), independent variables (e.g., LMX), and the mediator (i.e., OCB) from
only 10 public sectors. Thus, the generalizability of our sample is limited. For better accuracy, future
researchers should expand the data collection and include more organizations. In addition, as the 10 public
sectors belonged to public school and government sectors, hospitals were not included. Therefore, results
may differ with the inclusion of hospitals, as doctors’ and nurses’ work involves bacteria and viruses in a
high-risk environment. Second, as we adopted the scale from Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) to test the k-
worker participants’ degree of LMX, follower participants only filled in the questionnaires, and we did not
consider the situation of supervisor—subordinate dyads. Future researchers could examine different
supervisor—subordinate dyads and samples to enhance further research.
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