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Abstract

This paper expands the understanding of the relationship between spiritual leadership (SPL) and the creative
service performance of employees. The research model, based on cognitive evaluation theory, examines the
mediating role of employee autonomy and the moderating role of proactive personality in the relationship
between SPL and employee creative service performance. Data was collected from 351 employees in China to test
the moderated mediation model of this study. The empirical analysis reveals a positive association between SPL
and employee autonomy, which in turn leads to increased employee creative service performance. Furthermore,
the results show that SPL indirectly affects employee creative service performance via employee autonomy.
Additionally, the findings suggest that a proactive personality can enhance the direct effect of SPL on employee
autonomy and the indirect effect of SPL on employee creative service performance via employee autonomy. These
results contribute significantly to the literature on SPL and creativity. The contributions and implications of this
study are discussed in the subsequent section.

Keywords Spiritual leadership (SPL), Employee autonomy, Proactive personality, Employee creative service
performance

Introduction

In information technology (IT) sector is marked by
highly dynamic and fierce global competition, relying
on scripted ways to serve customers is no longer suffi-
cient. Instead, IT organizations rely on frontline service
employees creative service performance to delight cus-
tomers and solve problems in unique ways [1]. Creative
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Consequently, finding creative ways to satisfy customer
needs can provide a competitive advantage to Chinese
companies. Thus, frontline service employees, as criti-
cal actors in the IT industry, have a privileged position
to gather first-hand information on customers’ prefer-
ences [6]. This information can be used to incentivize
their creative potential. Frontline service employees hold
unstructured jobs that often require them to deviate
from standard rules and procedures to meet customers’
unique needs [7]. Therefore, creativity of frontline ser-
vice employees is crucial to provide services that cater to
actual customer needs and wants [8, 9].

Extensive research has investigated the factors that
contribute to the creativity [10-12] and among them,
leaders have been identified as the most significant fac-
tor. Therefore, the need for an effective leadership style
has increased more than ever before [13], because leader-
ship is considered to be the one furthermost important
element that enhances the creative behavior of employ-
ees [14]. Existing research primarily focus on top-down
leadership styles (i.e., transformational leadership), where
leader holds dominant position. Such leadership styles
having extensive decision-making power over has been
found to be less effective, especially when it comes to the
creativity and usefulness ideas [15]. Recognizing the limi-
tations of this approach, our study proposes a bottom-
up approach that fosters a sense of purpose, energy, and
motivation among employees to drive creativity [16, 17].
Spiritual leadership (SPL) is one such leadership style
that can facilitate this approach.

Research indicates the positive role of SPL in enhanc-
ing the creativity of employees [18, 19]. Spirituality in
the workplace is described as an important dimension of
one’s work life, that considered the value of personal feel-
ings and objectives beyond the fulfillment of economic
needs [20]. SPL is considered as a behavior of the leader
that incorporates three key factors vision of an organiza-
tion, hope/faith, altruistic love to motivate subordinates,
and giving meaning in collective efforts towards achiev-
ing the goals [21]. As people working in organizations
not only bring in their expertise but they bring their
whole selves to the workplace and the spiritual self is the
most important aspect of an individual [22]. This study
described five dimensions of the SPL including vision,
hope, altruistic love, meaning, and membership. Leader-
ship spirituality can be operationally defined as creating
a strong vision of the organization, having hope and faith
in the vision, creating meaning in work for the employees
with love and affection, and giving the feeling of being a
member of the team [23]. The term vision was very rare
in management literature till the early 1980s but after
that growing competition in the world of business forced
corporations to use strong visions for their entities [24].
Vision defines who we are and what we do [25]. Hope is
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a desire that the vision or the goal set in the past will be
achieved, but when there is an addition of faith to this
desire then there becomes a certainty of achievement of
goals. This is the faith that the vision of the organization
will be achieved [26]. Fry [21] in his study relating to SPL
noted that altruistic love is the feeling of team ship and
concern for each member. An employee gets connected
with the work spiritually when he feels a meaning to his
work and he becomes more committed to the job perfor-
mance [27]. Someone’s feeling that being a member of a
group he is understood by others and is appreciated [21].

Model of the intrinsic motivation is the building block
of cognitive evaluation theory. Intrinsic motivation
denotes an innate inclination to pursue challenges and
creativity, to enhance the capacity to learn in a given
environment [28]. SPL intends to create an environment
that enhances the inner satisfaction of people by creating
meaning in their work encourages learning and innova-
tion [17]. This research aims to investigate the impact
of SPL at the level of frontline employee creative service
performance. Firstly, this study aims at exploring whether
SPL encourages autonomy in the workplace among fol-
lowers. Autonomy in the workplace is fundamental for
better performance of the employees in the current
environment [29]. Autonomy is said to be the extent to
which an employee is given the freedom to make deci-
sions on his own during performing different tasks at the
workplace such as planning work and the procedures he
might follow to complete that particular task [30]. Moller,
Deci [31] defined autonomy as a practice or a complete
set of practices that allow employees to be independent
in making decisions in performing their set tasks. A posi-
tive relationship between employee creative service per-
formance and the extent to which they are autonomous
in making decisions is indicated in a study by Khoshnaw
and Alavi [32]. Having said that the effectiveness of job
autonomy on the creative behavior of the workers is indi-
cated positively in many studies, but the need to exam-
ine the role of job autonomy in the relationship between
SPL and employee creative service performance is yet to
be explored. Hence, examining that whether autonomy
of the employees is an effective variable linking SPL
and employee creative service performance is of utmost
significance.

Further, the personal traits of individuals are an imper-
ative aspect that can widely influence the degree to
which a leadership style affects employees [33]. Cogni-
tive evaluation theory [34] suggests that human activi-
ties are predicted by the collaboration of environmental
factors (i.e., SPL) and personal traits. This theory reveals
that individual traits of employees in a work environ-
ment influence enormously the individual attitude and
behaviors towards their job [34]. Proactive personality is
one individual characteristic that has major implications
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for employees’ behavior and performance [35, 36]. Pre-
vious research work shows that a proactive personality
possesses characteristics that can positively forecast the
innovative abilities of individuals, it means that more
proactive employees tend to be more innovative at work,
but in contrast, those who are lower in proactive tend
to be less innovative [9]. Seibert, Crant [37] also estab-
lished that the proactive personality of an individual has
a strong positive connotation with the creative abilities of
that individual. Although research outcomes have shown
a positive relationship between proactive personality
and creative behavior very limited literature is available
on the conditional effects of proactive personality on
the relationship between leadership style and employee
autonomy and in turn outcome as the service-related
creativity of frontline employees. Hence this study pro-
poses to consider the moderating impact of a proactive
personality trait with SPL style concerning the employee
creative service performance.

Building upon cognitive evaluation theory, this
research extends the existing literature on SPL and
employee creative service performance by making three
significant contributions. Firstly, this study enriches the
literature by examining how leadership spiritually influ-
ences employee creative service performance. Secondly,
it adds to the literature on autonomy by investigating
the connection between SPL and employee creative ser-
vice performance through employee autonomy. There-
fore, this research scrutinizes the mechanism by which
SPL enhances employee creative service performance.
Thirdly, this study delves further by exploring the mod-
erating role of proactive personality, thereby explaining
the factors that affect the influence of SPL on employee
autonomy.

Theoretical background and hypothesis development
Deci and Ryan [34] proposed the cognitive evaluation
theory to explain the factors that affect individual behav-
ior and outcomes. According to their theory, individu-
als have a strong desire for control and autonomy in the
workplace. Satisfaction with this desire acts as a motiva-
tional drive that positively influences individual behavior
and outcomes [38]. Research suggests that the leader’s
role in granting and legitimizing such autonomy and
control to employees is crucial [1, 39]. As such, research
on leadership reveals that servant, transformational,
and authentic leadership have the potential to foster
employee creative service performance through several
mechanisms, including the promotion of a positive work
environment [40], the support of individual growth and
development [25], and the promotion of employee auton-
omy [41].

Liu, Chen [42] found that employee autonomy had a
mediating effect on the relationship between SPL and
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employee creative performance, such that SPL was posi-
tively related to employee creative performance through
the promotion of employee autonomy. The authors also
found that proactive personality moderated the indirect
effect of SPL on employee creative service performance
through employee autonomy, such that the indirect effect
was stronger for individuals with a higher level of pro-
active personality but not for those with a lower level
of proactive personality. Santos, Uitdewilligen [43] also
found a positive relationship between SPL and employee
creative performance, and that this relationship was
mediated by creative work involvement, or the extent to
which employees are engaged in and committed to their
work. Research has suggested that individual differences
in values may play a moderating role in the relationship
between SPL and employee creative service performance,
with individuals who have higher levels of self-transcen-
dence values being more likely to exhibit creative behav-
iors in response to SPL [19].

Overall, the research on the relationship between SPL
and employee creative service performance suggests
that this relationship is complex and multi-faceted, and
is influenced by a number of mediating and moderating
factors. Therefore, the aim of this study is to examine the
complex and multi-faceted nature of this relationship and
to identify the mechanisms through which servant lead-
ership may foster employee creative service performance.
Particularly, we suggest that SPL is a key non-control-
ling leadership approach to influence employee creative
service performance by motivating employees through
granting autonomy within their work roles, based on
cognitive evaluation theory. Furthermore, we suggest
that the influence of SPL is stronger for employees with
high proactive personality.

Spiritual Leadership and employee autonomy

When an individual gets engaged in behaviors that
are according to his own choice and free will, is said to
have autonomy in his decisions [44]. The behavior of a
leader unswervingly affects the autonomous motivation
of his followers [45], and characteristics of some leader-
ship styles allow more autonomy to the followers than
the other leadership styles (i.e., participative leadership,
ethical leadership, and transformational leadership) [46].
According to Baard, Deci [47], psychological needs sat-
isfaction level is positively related to the leader’s support
to his or her subordinates, and it increases the level of
autonomous motivation and performance of followers.
Similarly, a study by Zhang and Yang [16] suggested that
the role of employees’ autonomy is a mediator between
SPL and occupational calling. Moreover, Zhang and Yang
[16] also noted that SPL style and the innovative behavior
of the followers are positively related via mediating role
of the employee autonomy factor.
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The self-determination theory suggests that the work
autonomy behavior among employees is developed when
their needs for a relationship, competency, and autonomy
are fulfilled [45]. Autonomous motivation is generated
when triggered by the fulfillment of the psychological
needs of employees through the feeling of being under-
stood and appreciated when the SPL accentuates a com-
mon vision, hope, belief, and altruistic love [48]. SPL
stresses structuring a good vision for an organization
and its people that help create harmony among personal
interests and the organizational interests and concen-
trates on compassion for employees and their spirituality,
which reduces stress levels of employees and increases
feeling of positive work meaning, consequent to that
employees feel more psychological freedom and satis-
faction in their interactions [49]. Therefore, the psycho-
logical need for work autonomy is satisfied. The spiritual
leaders while interacting with their subordinates concen-
trate on information feedback and attempt to encounter
their existent needs, career development is taken care of
and the competency needs are contented by providing
equal development opportunities [50]. Moreover, spiri-
tual leaders appreciate employees for their achievements,
also motivate belief amongst followers to achieve even
higher goals, and organizational trust and respect are
also well translated to the followers [51]. When the basic
psychological needs of workers are met such as relation-
ship, competency, and autonomy by the SPL, which in
turn encourages employee autonomy [18], hence this
study proposes the hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis I SPL is positively associated with employee
autononty.

Employee autonomy and employee creative service
performance

As employee autonomy refers to the extent to which an
individual impressions independence, freedom, and free
will in shaping schedules and the procedures to per-
form duty at work [52]. Cai, Parker [53] suggested that
employees should be given autonomy at work which
helps them find meaning in their jobs and grants them
the freedom to set and pursue their own goals. Accord-
ing to Ingvaldsen and Rolfsen [54], employee autonomy
is a job characteristic that is not only positively related to
the commitment and motivation of employees but also
encourages employees to be more creative and pursue
novel ideas at work. Various past studies endorsed the
positive impact of employee autonomy over the innova-
tive and creative behavior of individuals in a job setting
[11, 55, 56]. Job autonomy encourages employees to show
positive behavior by being innovative and working on
new ideas for their given tasks [57].
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According to cognitive evaluation theory [34], indi-
vidual autonomy fosters the highest level of volitional
and high-quality intrinsic motivation. Research indicates
that autonomy leads to improved intrinsic task motiva-
tion [30]. Similarly, a study conducted in the Indian IT
sector by Pattnaik and Sahoo [58] suggested that employ-
ees who had greater autonomy in their task performance
were more likely to demonstrate creative behaviors in
their specific job roles. The extent to which employees
have freedom and discretion in carrying out their job
tasks is likely to enhance their motivation to go the extra
mile and improve their performance. Autonomy also
extends employees’ perception that their work is mean-
ingful [29]. In the context of customer service, autonomy
enhances employees’ skills, growth, and empowers them
to take control of their job responsibilities, thereby moti-
vating them to take initiatives in delivering customer
services that effectively meet their needs. Consequently,
employee autonomy is expected to improve creative cus-
tomer service performance. Hence this study emphasizes
that employees are more creative when they are given
more autonomy at work when compared to a setting
where they are constantly given directions and are being
controlled. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 Employee autonomy is positively associ-
ated with employee creative service performance.

The mediating role of employee autonomy

The literature demonstrates that SPL can influence
employee behavior through motivational mechanisms.
As such, autonomy has been discussed as an important
motivational factor that positively influences the behav-
ior and performance of individual employees and groups
[58-61]. This research based on cognitive evaluation the-
ory [34] predicted that SPL is associated with employee
autonomy (Hypothesis 1) and employee autonomy is
associated with employee creative service performance
(Hypothesis 2). Based on the above, it is logical to pre-
dict that employee autonomy creates a link between SPL
and employee creative service performance. Thus, based
on cognitive evaluation theory, this research proposes
that SPL creates employee perception of autonomy which
motivates their behavior leading to increase employee
creative service performance. Hence, we hypothesize as:

Hypothesis 3 Employee autonomy positively mediates
the positive relationship between SPL and employee cre-
ative service performance.

The moderating role of proactive personality

Till now we proposed that cognitive evaluation theory
[34] supports the indirect relationship linking SPL with
employee creative service performance via employee
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autonomy. We further propose that cognitive evaluation
theory also suggests that individual characteristics can
have a moderating influence. For instance, prior research
demonstrates that how leadership influences followers
depend on the followers’ personality [15, 36, 62]. A pro-
active personality is one such personality characteristic
that explains how leaders influence followers’ behavior
and performance in the workplace [63]. Individuals with
proactive personality traits tend to plan while anticipat-
ing forthcoming events and their probable outcomes and
gathering means for prolific changes [64]. Researchers
have suggested that a proactive personality is positively
correlated with the creative behaviors of the followers
toward the fulfillment of their organizational goals [65,
66]. As is evident from previous research work people
with higher proactive behavior are more likely to bring
changes to their environment rather than adapting to the
control factors [67]. They have an inbuilt ability to rec-
ognize and custom opportunities, demonstrate initiative,
and stick to it until significant changes are accomplished.
Liu, Tangirala [68] suggested that persons who display a
high degree of proactive behavior are inclined to show
strong autonomy and initiative in performing their tasks.
Whereas people with low proactive personality are more
passive, do not identify any opportunities, do not have
the ability to use them to bring in any changes to their
environment, and easily surrender to situational forces
[69].

Therefore, having in mind the impact of proactive per-
sonality on employee autonomy this study argues that
proactive personality will show a moderating impact
between the relationship of SPL and employee auton-
omy. This study anticipated that people with high proac-
tive personality will exhibit a stronger impact of SPL on
employee autonomy and the other hand people with low
proactive personality will exhibit a less strong impact of
SPL on employee autonomy and resulting in employee
creative service performance. One reason behind is
notion is explained by Chiu, Owens [36]. They argued
that impact of leadership on employee is stronger when
they encounter followers who show an active behavior.

Proactive Personality
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That is, if leader is willing to grant autonomy and follower
has active behavior. In such case, leaders has stronger
influence on employee perceptions and behavior [15] and
is more willing to grant autonomy and control to employ-
ees. Accordingly, in context of our study where a spiri-
tual leader has an active approach to granting autonomy
to follower, we suggest a high proactive personality of the
employee will be more aligned to take benefit of such SPL
behavior. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis a: Proactive personality moderates the posi-
tive relationship between SPL and employee autonomy
such that the relationship will be stronger when employee
proactive personality is high than when it is low.

Moderated-mediation effect

As evident from the depiction of hypothesized relation-
ships in our model (Fig. 1) and according to moderated
mediation logic [70, 71], we predict that the influence of
SPL towards employee creative service performance via
mediating role of employee autonomy can differ due to
the moderating role of proactive personality of an indi-
vidual. Hence, the conditional indirect effect of proac-
tive personality can reinforce the indirect relationship
between SPL and employee creative service performance,
thus representing a moderated mediation between SPL,
employee autonomy, and employee creative service per-
formance. Based upon theoretical discussion and the
earlier hypothesis this study antedates that for employ-
ees with high proactive personality impact of SPL on
employee autonomy and the resulting impact on the
employee, employee creative service performance will
be stronger. But for employees with weak proactive per-
sonality, the impact of SPL on employee autonomy and
employee creative service performance will remain
weaker. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis b: The indirect effect of SPL on employee cre-
ative service performance via employee autonomy is weak-
ened by the proactive personality, such that the indirect

Spiritual Leadership

Employee Autonomy

Employee Creative
Service Performance

T1

Fig. 1 Proposes model

T2
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effect of SPL on employee autonomy is stronger when the
proactive personality is high than when it is low.

Methods

Sample and procedure

Data was collected from full-time employees working
in two information technology organizations in China
and their direct supervisors. We identified the organiza-
tions using a university-industry network and randomly
selected two companies as a sample for testing our study
model. We contacted the human resource directors of
both companies, briefly explaining the study’s purpose
and inviting their organizations to participate in the sur-
vey. Upon receiving their approval, we requested the HR
department of each organization to assist us contact the
employees and their managers who are working together
for at least three months. This duration was chosen
because this is a reasonable time to development of col-
lective norms among employees and managers.

Data were collected two times from multiple sources
including employees and leaders to decrease the poten-
tial effect of common method bias [72]. This is a vali-
dated approach to collect data [12, 73, 74]. We included
a brief purpose of the study, and a statement to inform
employees that participate in the survey is voluntary
and assured them that their responses will be kept con-
fidential and will not be shared with anyone includ-
ing the organization. At time one (T1), employees were
given a paper-based questionnaire. In this questionnaire,
employees rated the spiritual behavior of their leader,
employee autonomy, and employee proactive personal-
ity, and also provided the details of their demographic
characteristics. Employees completed the survey and
put the questionnaire in an envelope provided with the
questionnaire. The sealed envelope was then returned to
the survey team. One month after T1, at time two (T2),
questionnaires were provided to direct supervisors of
the employees. Leaders were requested to rate the cre-
ative performance of their subordinates. Leaders were

Table 1 Characteristics of the sample
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also provided envelopes with the questionnaires. Lead-
ers put the completed questionnaires in the envelope
and returned the sealed envelopes to the survey team
members.

At T1, 500 employees were contacted and 367 employ-
ees returned the completed questionnaires to the sur-
vey team (response rate 0.73%). At T2, supervisors
completed and returned 354 questionnaires. After an
initial screening, 3 questionnaires were found incom-
plete by the supervisors resulting in the removal of 3
employee responses. Thus, resultantly, we have 351 com-
plete responses to be used for further analysis. Survey
respondents included 202 (57.5%) males and 149 (42.5%)
females with 67% age range 21-40 years. In terms of
experience, 168 (147.9%) have 1-5 years of experience
and 109 (31.1%) have 5-10 years of experience. Among
respondents, 78.6% have experience of working with cur-
rent leader between 7 and 24 months. In terms of educa-
tion, 178 (50.7%) have at least master degree followed by
157 (44.7%) have bachelor degree. Details of sample char-
acteristics are presented in Table 1.

Measures

All survey items were taken from existing measures
validated in the literature. All the survey measures are
included in the supplementary file. Because the context
of the study was Chinese employees, therefore, we used
a translation and back translation approach to all items
in Chinese [75]. All items were rated on a 7 points Lik-
ert scale ranging from 1 for strongly disagree to 7 for
strongly agree.

Spiritual leadership We used a 9-item scale adapted
from Pawar [20] to measure the spiritual behavior of lead-
ership rated by employees at T1 (Cronbach’s alpha of this
measure is 0.94). Recent studies have validated this mea-
sure [76—78]. A sample item is “My leader carefully listens
to subordinates.”

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%) Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Female 149 4245 Education High school 16 4.56
Male 202 57.55 Bachelors 157 4473
Masters and above 178 50.71
Age 20 orless 87 24.79 Tenure with leader 6 Months and less 54 15.38
21-30 115 3276 7-12 Month 99 28.21
31-40 120 34.19 13-18 Months 105 29.91
Above 40 29 826 19-24 Months 72 20.51
25 months and above 21 598
Experience 1 year or less 52 14.81 Job type Marketing & sales 52 14.81
1-5 years 168 47.86 Accounting and finance 96 2735
5-10 years 109 31.05 HRM and administration 84 2393
above 10 years 22 6.27 Designing and Production 119 33.90
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Employee autonomy At T1, employees used 4 items to
assess employee autonomy (Cronbach’s alpha of this mea-
sure is 0.87). This measure is adopted from Beehr [79]. A
sample item is “I have a lot of say over what happens on
my job”

Proactive personality We measured the proactive
personality of the employees with 10-item measures
developed by Seibert, Crant [37]. Employees rated their
proactive personality at T1 (Cronbach’s alpha of this mea-
sure is 0.98). A sample item of this measure is “Nothing is
more exciting than seeing my ideas turn into reality”

Employee creative service performance We measured
employee creative service performance using 6 items scale
adopted from Wang and Netemeyer [80]. The scale is vali-
dated by recent study [5]. At T2, direct supervisors of the
employees were requested to rate the employee creative
service performance (Cronbach’s alpha of this measure
is 0.95). Leader ratings are considered a valid approach
to measure the creativity of the employees [18, 81-83]. A
sample item of this measure is “This employee comes up
with new ideas for satisfying customer needs.”

Control variables Literature suggests that the demo-
graphic characteristics of the employees can influence
their job-related attitude and performance [82, 84, 85].
Accordingly, in order to generate robust results, we con-
trolled employees’ gender, age, education, experience, and
tenure with the current leader.

Analysis and results

We employed a two-step approach commonly utilized in
research to test our model. Initially, we utilized AMOS
v24 to assess the validity of the data, followed by the use
of the PROCESS macro v4.0 to test the hypothesized
relationships. These tools are widely regarded as suitable
and have been extensively used in previous research to
examine moderated mediation models [15, 86, 87].

Preliminary analyses

In order to assess the discriminant validity of the data, we
performed an alternative model test using a set of con-
firmatory factor analyses using AMOS 24. Results reveal
that four factors hypothesized model generates better fit

Table 2 Alternative model analysis
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to data (Chi-square=1283.54, degrees of freedom=371,
root mean square error of approximation=0.08, the
goodness of fit index=0.79, Tucker-Lewis index=0.92,
comparative fit index=0.93) than alternative three fac-
tors model, two factors model, and one-factor model. The
findings of the confirmatory factor analyses are reported
in Table 2. The reported results reveal that the measure-
ment model has satisfactory discriminant validity [88].

In this study, we utilized a time-lagged multi-source
data approach, wherein the dependent variable was
evaluated by the direct supervisors of the respondents.
This approach proves beneficial in mitigating potential
issues related to common method bias [89]. In addition,
research has suggested that moderating relationship
cannot be supported if the data is effected by common
method bias [90]. In our case, in our case, the significant
moderation results provide compelling evidence that our
data is not affected by common method bias. Moreover,
we applied Harmen’s single-factor analysis [91]. Results
reveal that first factor accounted for 38.6% of the vari-
ance, and the eigenvalues of the 15 factors exceeded one.
These results validate that the findings of this study are
not affected by common method bias.

Table 3 shows means, standard deviations, reliability
statistics, and correlations among key variables. Signifi-
cant correlations among key constructs indicate initial
evidence of the proposed relationships.

Hypotheses analysis

We tested our hypothesized relationships using PRO-
CESS macro v4.0 and reported results in Table 4. The
findings provide support for Hypothesis 1, which pro-
posed that SPL is positively related to employee auton-
omy. As shown in Table 4, SPL is positively related to
employee autonomy (3=0.36, SE=0.05, p<.001). Hypoth-
esis 2 predicted that employee autonomy is positively
related to employee creative service performance. The
results (see Table 4) support Hypothesis 2 and that show
employee autonomy is positively related to employee cre-
ative service performance (f=0.21, SE=0.06, p<.001).
Hypothesis 3 pretended that employee autonomy posi-
tively mediates the positive relationship between SPL
and employee creative service performance. As initial
evidence of the mediation relationship, Table 4 shows
that SPL is positively related to employee autonomy

Model Factors x? df RMSEA GFI TLI CFA
Model 1 Four factors: Hypothesized model 128354 371 0.08 079 092 093
Model 2 Three factors: combined SPL with proactive personality 334843 374 0.5 044 074 076
Model 3 Two factors: combined SPL, proactive personality, and employee autonomy 4004.44 376 0.17 039 069 0.71
Model 4 One factor: combined all variables 813898 377 024 034 033 038

Note: x?=Chi-square; df=degrees of freedom; RMSEA=root mean square error of approximation; GFl=goodness of fit index; TLI=Tucker-Lewis index;

CFl=comparative fit index
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Table 3 Correlation, descriptive statistics, and reliability analysis

Variables Mean  Std.Deviation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Gender 0.58 049 -

2. Education 246 0.58 -006 -

3. Age range 2.26 0.92 000 -005 -

4. Tenure with leader 274 113 0.01 -007 -003 -

5. Experience 229 0.79 004 -0.10 0.01 -002 -

6.SPL 4.14 0.81 0.01 -006 003 -001 -0.16* 094

7. Employee autonomy 432 132 -005 000 006 -010 -0.05 036" 087

8. Proactive personality 3.81 1.33 -0.04 0.01 009 -003 -0.10 0.36**  0.21** 0.98

9. Employee creative service performance  3.57 1.19 0.07 001 0.01 -0.01  0.00 0.19*  0.25** 006 095

Note: N=351, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001, Cronbach’s alpha in diagonal cells

Table 4 Hypothesis analysis

Outcome variable Employee autonomy

Employee creative service

Employee autonomy

performance

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t
Constant 0.06 0.35 017 -0.26 0.36 -0.72 -0.02 0.34 -0.07
Gender -0.10 0.10 -1.00 0.14 0.11 1.37 -0.10 0.10 -1.04
Education level 0.03 0.09 033 0.03 0.09 0.29 0.05 0.09 0.53
Age range 0.05 0.05 0.99 0.00 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.90
Tenure with leader -0.08 0.04 -1.75 0.01 0.05 0.22 -0.06 0.04 -143
Experience 0.01 0.06 0.14 0.03 0.07 0.50 0.00 0.06 -0.08
SPL 0.36 0.05 7.07%%% 0.12 0.06 2.08* 0.36 0.05 6.67%%*
Employee autonomy 0.21 0.06 3.69%**
Proactive personality 0.13 0.06 2.37*
Interaction 0.13 0.04 2.99%*
Mediation Effect SE 95%ClI -LL 95%CI -UL

0.07 0.03 0.03 0.13

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; 95%Cl -LL=Lower limit at 95% confidence interval; 95%Cl -UL=Upper limit at 95% confidence interval; bootstrapping
sample=20,000; Interaction=SPL x proactive personality; Mediation=Indirect of SPL on employee creative service performance via employee autonomy

(Hypothesis 1) (3=0.36, SE=0.05, p<.001) and employee
creative service performance (p=0.12, SE=0.06, p<.05),
and employee autonomy is positively related to employee
creative service performance (f=0.21, SE=0.06, p<.001).
We used bootstrapping 20,000 replications at 95% confi-
dence intervals to generate confidence intervals to assess
the mediation effect of employee autonomy. Results in
Table 4 reveal that employee autonomy positively medi-
ates the relationship between SPL and employee cre-
ative service performance (=0.07, SE=0.03, [0.03,
0.13]). Thus, findings provide support for the mediation
Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis a predicted that proactive personality
strengthens the positive relationship between SPL and
employee autonomy such that the relationship will be
stronger when proactive personality is high than when it
is low. Accordingly, results show is a significant interac-
tion effect of proactive personality and SPL on employee
autonomy (f=0.13, SE=0.04, p<.01). We further validate
the moderation effect using a simple slope test. The results
of the simple slope test are presented in Fig. 2. Results sug-
gest that SPL was strongly related to employee autonomy

at a high level (1 SD above the mean) of proactive per-
sonality (§=0.49, SE=0.07, p<.001) and was less strongly
related to employee autonomy at a low level (1 SD below
the mean) of proactive personality ($=0.23, SE=0.06,
p<.001). These results provide support for Hypothesis 4a.

We further pretended that the indirect effect of SPL on
employee creative service performance via employee
autonomy is strengthened by the proactive personality,
such that the indirect effect of SPL on employee auton-
omy is stronger when the proactive personality is high
than when it is low. Table 5 shows the results for the
conditional indirect effects of SPL on employee creative
service performance via employee autonomy at levels of
proactive personality. Results in Table 5 reveal that the
indirect effect of SPL on employee creative service per-
formance via employee autonomy was high at high (1
SD above the mean) of proactive personality ($=0.10,
SE=0.04, 95% CI = [0.04, 0.18]) than at the mean level of
proactive personality (3=0.08, SE=0.03, 95% CI = [0.03,
0.13]), and low level (1 SD below the mean) level of pro-
active personality ($=0.05, SE=0.02, 95% CI = [0.02,
0.10]). Furthermore, the index of moderated media-
tion (index=0.03, SE=0.01, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.05]) also
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Fig. 2 Interaction effect of proactive personality and SPL on employee autonomy

Table 5 Conditional indirect effect of SPL on employee creative
service performance via employee autonomy at levels of
proactive personality

Moderator Effect SE  95%Cl 95%CI
-LL -UL
Proactive personality (-1SD)  0.05 0.02 0.02 0.10
Proactive personality Mean  0.08 003 003 0.13
Proactive personality (+1SD) 0.10 004 004 0.18

Note: 95%Cl -LL=Lower limit at 95% confidence interval; 95%Cl -UL=Upper
limit at 95% confidence interval; bootstrapping sample=20,000;

provides support for moderated mediation hypothesis.
Hence, Hypothesis 4b is supported.

Discussion and implications

Discussion

This study aimed to develop and test a moderated media-
tion model to gain insights into the relationship between
employee creative service behavior and SPL. The find-
ings reveal that SPL has a positive influence on granting
autonomy to followers. Consequently, employee auton-
omy positively impacts the creative service performance
of frontline service employees in IT companies. The
results further indicate that the relationship is moder-
ated by the employee’s proactive personality. Specifically,
employees with a proactive personality benefit more
from SPL than those with a low proactive personality.
Moreover, the indirect effect of SPL on employee cre-
ative service performance through employee autonomy is

significantly stronger when employee proactive personal-
ity is high. These findings suggest that SPL can effectively
stimulate creative service behavior through employee
autonomy, particularly when employees possess a high
level of proactive personality.

Theoretical contributions
The current study has important theoretical implications.
Firstly, prior research has demonstrated that leadership
is critical in shaping the service behavior of frontline
employees. However, most of these studies have focused
on top-down leadership styles that exert strong control
over decision-making. As a result, it remains unclear how
SPL can influence the creative service performance of
frontline employees [16, 20, 92]. This study investigates
how SPL can enhance the creative service behavior of
frontline employees in the information technology indus-
try. Our findings reveal that SPL has a significant positive
effect on employee creative service performance, thus
contributing to the literature by establishing a theoretical
framework and empirical evidence of the impact of SPL
on frontline employees’ creative service performance.
Secondly, previous researchers have suggested the need
to study the processes and mechanisms by which SPL may
bring creative benefits to employees and organizations
[50, 92]. Our study addresses this need by supplement-
ing the available literature on SPL with the perspective
of cognitive evaluation theory [34]. We investigate when
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and how SPL influences employee creative service per-
formance by cultivating employee autonomy. Our results
demonstrate that employee autonomy mediates the link
between SPL and employee creative service performance.
While previous research has found the mediating role of
affective commitment, goal orientation, safe relational
context, and information exchange in the SPL and cre-
ativity association [18, 93], our study shows that SPL fos-
ters a perception of employee autonomy that motivates
employees to generate creativity. Employee autonomy
is, therefore, an important mechanism underlying the
association between SPL and employee creative service
performance.

Thirdly, our study contributes to our understanding
by investigating the moderating role of individual pro-
active personality in the association between SPL and
employee autonomy. We find that the proactive per-
sonality of employees has significant implications for a
spiritual leader to grant autonomy to employees. Specifi-
cally, our results show that the effect of SPL on employee
autonomy is stronger for employees with a higher level
of proactive personality than those with a lower level of
proactive personality. We, therefore, address the call to
investigate moderators that can better explain the influ-
ence of SPL on employee behavior and performance [76,
93, 94].

Our results suggest that promoting employee auton-
omy may be an effective strategy for fostering employee
creative service performance, and the effectiveness of
this strategy may be enhanced by focusing on individu-
als with a higher level of proactive personality. This may
involve identifying and hiring individuals with high pro-
active personalities, as well as providing guidance to lead-
ers to demonstrate spirituality, especially with employees
with high proactive personalities. Such an approach can
significantly increase employee creative service perfor-
mance and reap the benefits of SPL in organizations.

Implication for practice

The findings of this study have important practical impli-
cations for managers who seek to promote employee
creative service performance within their organizations.
One key implication is the importance of fostering SPL
within the workplace. SPL is characterized by values, atti-
tudes, and behaviors that enable leaders to inspire and
motivate others toward the achievement of higher goals
and values that transcend self-interest. To foster SPL,
managers can create a positive and supportive work envi-
ronment that encourages employees to think creatively
and take risks. This can be achieved by providing oppor-
tunities for employees to work on projects that align with
their values and interests, promoting work-life balance,
and encouraging employees to pursue their passions and
interests outside of work.
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Another key implication for managers is the impor-
tance of promoting employee autonomy. Giving employ-
ees greater autonomy in the workplace can lead to higher
levels of creativity and innovation, as it allows employees
to feel more self-determined and motivated to contribute
to the organization. Managers can promote autonomy
by providing employees with more control over their
work and decision-making processes, as well as offering
opportunities for professional development and growth.
Encouraging employees to take ownership of their work
and be proactive in seeking out new challenges and
opportunities can also foster autonomy.

Moreover, managers should consider the moderating
role of proactive personality in the relationship between
SPL and employee creative service performance. Indi-
viduals with a higher level of proactive personality are
more likely to exhibit creative behaviors in response to
leadership that promotes autonomy and self-direction.
This suggests that individuals with a proactive personal-
ity may be particularly well-suited to benefit from SPL,
which promotes autonomy and employee creative ser-
vice performance. Managers can foster a proactive per-
sonality by providing employees with opportunities to
take on leadership roles and initiatives and encouraging
them to be proactive in seeking out new challenges and
opportunities.

Overall, managers can create a work environment that
encourages creativity and innovation by fostering SPL,
promoting employee autonomy, and supporting the
development of a proactive personality. These practices
can lead to enhanced employee creative service behavior
of frontline service employees.

Limitations and future research directions
While our study offers several valuable theoretical impli-
cations, it is important to acknowledge its limitations
and the need for further examination in future studies.
Firstly, while we found that employee autonomy medi-
ates the relationship between SPL and creative service
performance, other factors such as personal control may
also play a role and require further investigation. Addi-
tionally, our study only considered the moderating role
of proactive personality, and there may be other impor-
tant factors that influence this relationship that should be
explored in future studies. A possible expansion could be
including voice behavior and follower traditionality.
Secondly, our study is longitudinal and relied on data
collected from multiple sources. While this approach
allowed us to explore the relationships between variables,
this approach does not account for causality effect [95].
Therefore, future studies using experimental or quasi-
experimental designs could provide stronger evidence
for causation and help control for potential confounding
variables.
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Thirdly, our study specifically targeted Chinese employ-
ees within the information technology industry. China
has distinctive cultural values, such as power distance
and collectivism, which diverge from Western cultures.
Thus, the generalizability of our findings to other cul-
tural settings may be limited [96]. Moreover, companies
exhibit variations in size, culture, and resources, which
can significantly influence the attitudes and behaviors of
both leaders and employees. The findings based on data
collected from two information technology companies
may also limit the generalizability of the study. Therefore,
future studies should consider replicating our findings in
other cultural contexts and industrial settings to enhance
the external validity of our results.
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