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Abstract. Analyzing data from 336 employees across two stages, this study re-

veals that servant leadership positively influences helping behavior. Employee 

duty orientation mediates the relationship between servant leadership and helping 

behavior. Genuine service attribution strengthens the positive impact of servant 

leadership on duty orientation, whereas insincere service attribution weakens this 

relationship. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.  
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1 Introduction 

Helping behavior refers to employees’ voluntary actions in assisting colleagues to re-

solve work-related challenges (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998) [1]. Such behavior not only 

enhances organizational effectiveness but also contributes to maintaining workplace 

relationships and fostering positive emotional experiences among employees. Thus, 

promoting helping behavior has become a focal point of attention in both theoretical 

and practical domains.  

Leaders’ daily acts play a crucial role in shaping employees’ work attitudes and be-

haviors. Due to its distinct prosocial characteristics, servant leadership has garnered 

increasing attention in recent years for its impact on helping behavior. Servant leaders’ 

focus on “serving others” can not only improve employees’ identification but also can 

stimulate employees’ willingness to care for and assist others (Liden et al., 2008) [2]. 

However, existing research on the impact of servant leadership on helping behavior 

remains fragmented, and the underlying mechanisms warrant further investigation. 

Therefore, this study aims to explore the relationship between servant leadership and 

helping behavior. 

As agents of organizations, leaders are often the models of employee learning and 

emulation. Therefore, this study builds upon social learning theory to address how serv-

ant leadership influences helping behavior. Social learning theory posits that models’ 

behaviors can induce imitative behaviors by altering imitators’ cognitive states (Ban-

dura, 1977) [3]. Servant leadership aims to meet employee needs and advance collective  
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interests (Usman et al., 2024) [4], which sets a positive example that garners employees’ 
attention and observation, and thus stimulates their sense of duty towards others. Driven 
by this sense of duty, employees are inclined to engage in helping behavior. Therefore, 
we choose duty orientation as a mediator. Furthermore, social learning theory high-
lights that imitators’ understanding of models’ behavioral intentions significantly in-
fluences their learning process (Bandura, 1977) [3]. In this study, we characterize em-
ployees’ understanding of servant leadership intentions through attributional lenses, in-
cluding genuine and insincere attributions. Genuine attribution enhances identification 
with leaders’ role as models, thereby strengthening duty orientation. Conversely, insin-
cere attribution diminishes identification with leaders’ service-oriented behaviors, re-
sulting in less pronounced improvements in duty orientation. Taken together, this re-
search first examines the impact of servant leadership on helping behavior, then clari-
fies the mediating role of duty orientation, and the moderating effect of different attrib-
utions. 

2 Hypothesis Development 

2.1 Servant Leadership and Helping Behavior 

Servant leaders’ qualities such as empathy, responsibility for others’ growth, and con-
cern for collective development contribute to cultivating a service-oriented workplace 
culture. This may encourage employees to perceive helping others as endorsed by the 
organization. In this case, employees may actively learn from servant leaders and in-
crease assistance to colleagues to gain recognition from leaders and the organization. 
Additionally, positive interactions between servant leaders and employees can enhance 
employees’ work energy. Driven by this work energy, employees may naturally feel 
inclined to assist colleagues facing challenges, thus embodying the care for and com-
mitment to the collective similar to their leaders. Thus, we propose:  

H1: Servant leadership is positively associated with helping behavior. 

2.2 The Mediating Role of Duty Orientation 

Duty orientation reflects employees’ cognitive sense of responsibility towards organi-
zational development and member well-being (Hannah et al., 2014) [5]. Servant leader-
ship not only cares for individual employees but also encourages cooperation, mutual 
tolerance, and mutual assistance among employees. Under the guidance of servant lead-
ership, employees recognize the importance of collective development, thereby 
strengthening their duty orientation. Furthermore, servant leaders signal to employees 
the organization’s concern for their interests (Liden et al., 2014) [6], leading employees 
to perceive their fate as intertwined with the organization’s, which further enhances 
their duty orientation (Hannah et al., 2014) [5]. Subsequently, they may emulate leaders 
by offering help to colleagues (Eva et al., 2021) [7]. Moreover, employees with duty 
orientation tend to perceive helping colleagues as the “right thing to do” (Hannah et al., 
2014) [5]. Consequently, employees are motivated to actively help colleagues. Hence, 
we hypothesize: 
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H2: Duty orientation mediates the relationship between servant leadership and help-
ing behavior. 

2.3 The Moderating Role of Attributions 

Genuine service attribution refers to employees perceiving servant leadership as genu-
inely aimed at helping them, whereas insincere service attribution refers to employees 
perceiving servant leadership as an impression management strategy (Lam et al., 2007) 
[8]. Employees with genuine service attribution believe that leaders’ care and assistance 
stem from genuine concern, demonstrating positive and admirable qualities. In this con-
text, employees are deeply drawn to servant leaders, considering them as significant 
learning models, thereby enhancing duty orientation. Conversely, employees with in-
sincere attribution view leaders’ service performance as intending to enhance their in-
fluence and reputation within the organization (Wen & Cai, 2025) [9]. As such, employ-
ees’ identification with servant leaders decreases, making it challenging for them to 
interpret observed servant leadership as indications of responsibility towards the organ-
ization and colleagues. Thus, we propose: 

H3a: Genuine service attribution strengthens the positive impact of servant leader-
ship on duty orientation.  

H3b: Insincere service attribution weakens the positive impact of servant leadership 
on duty orientation. 

3 Method 

3.1 Sample 

To mitigate the common method bias, we administered the questionnaire in two phases 
with a one-month interval in between. In the first phase, we invited 477 employees to 
assess servant leadership and servant leadership attributions, and report demographic 
information. We received 369 valid responses. In the second phase, we invited these 
369 employees to evaluate duty orientation and helping behavior, and received 336 
valid responses.  

3.2 Measures 

We measured servant leadership with Liden et al’s (2008) [2] scale (α = 0.87). Following 
previous studies (Lee et al., 2023) [10], we asked employees to assess the motivation of 
the 7 items of servant leadership (α for genuine service was 0.85 and for insincere ser-
vice was 0.88). Duty orientation was assessed using Hannah et al.’s (2014) [5] (α = 0.90). 
Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) [11] scale was adopted to measure helping behavior (α = 0.75). 
Responses ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. We controlled for 
gender, age, and education. 
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4 Results 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

As shown in Table 1, the correlations between variables were in line with expectations.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Servant leadership 0.75     
2. Genuine service 0.62*** 0.88    
3. Insincere service -0.61*** -0.61*** 0.86   
4. Duty orientation 0.62*** 0.63*** -0.54*** 0.75  
5. Helping behavior 0.36*** 0.36*** -0.31*** 0.58*** 0.79 

M 3.93 3.70 2.43 3.97 3.93 
SD 0.69 0.85 0.99 0.55 0.57 

Note. N = 336; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; The diagonal is the square root of AVE. 

4.2 Hypothesis Testing 

We conducted linear regressions with SPSS 25.0 to test our hypotheses. The results are 
summarized in Table 2. As shown in Table 2, servant leadership had a positive impact 
on helping behavior (β = 0.38, p < 0.001), thereby supporting H1.  

Besides, servant leadership positively affected duty orientation (β = 0.67, p < 0.001) 
and duty orientation positively affected helping behavior (β = 0.61, p < 0.001). Boot-
strap results suggested that the indirect effect of servant leadership on helping behavior 
via duty orientation was 0.33, and the 95% CI was [0.24, 0.42], not containing 0. There-
fore, H2 was supported.  

Table 2. Regression analysis 

Variable 
DO HB 

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 

Gender 0.12* −0.04 -0.03 -0.06 0.02 0.07 0.10* 

Age 0.09 0.17*** 0.01** 0.01** 0.12* 0.16** 0.01 
Education -0.13* -0.03 -0.01 -0.01 -0.07 -0.01 0.01 

SL  0.67*** 0.42*** 0.47***  0.38*** 0.01 
DO       0.61*** 
GS   0.17**     

IS    -0.15***    
SL × GS   0.09**     

SL × IS    -0.16***    
R2 0.03 0.46 0.50 0.54 0.01 0.15 0.35 
F 4.53** 72.90*** 55.10*** 63.65*** 2.46** 54.86*** 35.08*** 

Note. Abbreviations: SL, servant leadership; DO, duty orientation; GS, genuine service; IS, in-
sincere service; HB, helping behavior. 
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Furthermore, the interaction term between servant leadership and genuine service 
had a positive influence on duty orientation (β = 0.09, p < 0.01). The positive impact of 
servant leadership on duty orientation was stronger when genuine service was high (β 
= 0.50, p < 0.001) than low (β = 0.35, p < 0.001). Therefore, H3a received support. 

Moreover, the interaction term between servant leadership and insincere service had 
a negative influence on duty orientation (β = -0.16, p < 0.001). The positive impact of 
servant leadership on duty orientation was weaker when insincere service was high (β 
= 0.31, p < 0.001) than low (β = 0.63, p < 0.001). Therefore, H3b received support. 

5 Discussion 

5.1 Theoretical Implications 

First, despite previous research confirming the role of servant leadership in stimulating 
helping behavior, the underlying mechanisms remain inadequately explored. Drawing 
on social learning theory, this research introduces duty orientation as a mediating vari-
able. In so doing, it offers a perspective of role-modeling for understanding the rela-
tionship between servant leadership and helping behavior. Second, previous research 
on the effectiveness of servant leadership has predominantly explored organization-
related factors (Eva et al., 2021) [7] and leader-related factors (Eva et al., 2019) [12], while 
overlooking employees’ interpretations of the motivations behind servant leadership. 
Through investigating the moderating role of two attribution, this study extends litera-
ture on servant leadership effectiveness. 

5.2 Practical Implications 

Firstly, organizations aiming to promote helpful behaviors can emphasize the reinforce-
ment of servant leadership. When recruiting and selecting managers, organizations 
should consider servant leadership as a crucial indicator. Specifically, organizations can 
offer relevant training programs to help managers better understand and practice the 
principles of servant leadership. In this way, a culture of care and support can be fos-
tered within the management ranks, encouraging collaboration and support among em-
ployees. Secondly, organizations should focus on enhancing employees’ sense of duty 
and belonging. This can be achieved through the regular organization of team-building 
activities, such as teamwork exercises, social events, and outdoor retreats. Thirdly, 
managers should be mindful of their approach when serving employees to prevent mis-
understandings about their intentions. For instance, managers must continuously im-
prove their communication methods to ensure accurate understanding of employees’ 
feelings and needs. They should adopt an active communication strategy, engaging in 
regular one-on-one discussions with employees to keep abreast of their work status and 
personal challenges. Moreover, managers should adjust their service behaviors in real-
time based on employees’ feedback, demonstrating their appreciation and respect for 
employee opinions. This ongoing communication and adjustment not only helps man-
agers meet employees’ needs more effectively but also increases employees’ trust and 
satisfaction with their managers. 
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6 Conclusion 

In this study, we investigate how servant leadership influences helping behavior 
through duty orientation and how employees’ interpretations of the motivations behind 
servant leadership moderate this process. The findings indicate that servant leadership 
have a positive effect on helping behavior. Duty orientation mediates the relationship 
between servant leadership and helping behavior. Genuine service attributed motiva-
tion strengthens the impact of servant leadership on helping behavior while insincere 
service attributed motivation weakens the impact of servant leadership on helping be-
havior. 
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Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.
        The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter's
Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material
is not included in the chapter's Creative Commons license and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder.
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