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Purpose: Based on Social Exchange Theory, this paper constructs and evaluates
the mediation model of servant leadership on employees’ voice behavior through
psychological security and error learning ability and discusses the moderation role of
work autonomy in the model.

Design: This research used 424 employees and their direct superiors as the research
objects and then conducted a paired survey at three points. Mplus7.4 software analyzed
the empirical data.

Findings: The results are shown servant leadership is positively correlated with
employees’ voice behavior, but psychological security and error learning ability play a
partial mediation role in the positive impact of servant leadership on employees’ voice
behavior. while psychological security and error learning ability play a chain mediation
role in the positive impact of servant leadership on employees’ voice behavior. Besides,
work autonomy moderates the chain mediation path by enhancing the positive impact of
servant leadership on psychological security. the higher the employees’ work autonomy
is, the stronger the positive impact of servant leadership on psychological security will
be, and the stronger the chain mediation effect of psychological security and error
learning ability between servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior.

Practical Implications: Managers should abandon the traditional “command and
control” management mode, focus on the servant leadership style and improve
employees’ psychological security through a comfortable and independent working
environment. Besides, managers should set up a suitable error learning atmosphere
mechanism, appropriately allow employees to work, give them a specific work
autonomy, increase employees’ work flexibility, and encourage employees to provide
a cheerful voice for the development and progress of the organization.

Origin/value: From the perspective of Social Exchange, this study more
comprehensively discusses the internal action path of the impact of servant leadership
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on employees’ voice behavior, enriches the antecedent variables of employees’
voice behavior, expands the existing research on the mediation mechanism of
servant leadership, deepens the understanding of the efficiency mechanism of
servant leadership, and has enlightenment significance for managers to stimulate
employees’ voice better.

Keywords: servant leadership, psychological security, error learning ability, employees’ voice behavior, work
autonomy, learning

INTRODUCTION

In today’s era of the knowledge economy, the organization’s
dynamic and complex external environment is becoming
increasingly intense. Enterprise development depends not only
on the personal wisdom of leaders but also on the wisdom
of employees. Human resources become an essential part of
enterprises’ survival and sustainable competitive advantage. As
the most critical human capital of an enterprise, the value
of employees is not limited to work performance and labor
ability but also reflected in their ability to actively take part in
management decision-making and put forward more effective
ideas and suggestions for the organization. Earlier studies have
shown that voice behavior is a kind of out-of-role interpersonal
communication behavior (Le Pine and Van Dyne, 1998; Bashshur
and Burak, 2014). It plays a positive role in organizational reform
and innovation and enhances competitiveness (Michael et al.,
2014; Chen and Hou, 2016; Burris et al., 2017; Chamberlin et al.,
2017). In the research of antecedent variables of voice behavior,
leadership style has attracted the attention of scholars (Takeuchi
et al., 2012; Allen et al., 2013; Frazier and Bowler, 2015; Yan
and Xiao, 2016). Therefore, how to make the employees dare to
speak up when they find the problems of the enterprise instead
of choosing to avoid and keep silent has become the focus of the
academic circles.

Servant leadership is a flexible leadership style guided by
integrity, selflessness, and altruism (Smith et al., 2004). It is self-
positioned as a service provider, emphasizes soothing employees’
emotions, authorizes employees, and helps employees grow
(Ehrhart, 2004; Liden et al., 2008). In leadership, it provides
continuous service to employees. It has a strong thinking ability
and willingness to sacrifice its interests for the organization and
employees (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006. By reviewing the earlier
literature, we have found that servant leadership can effectively
affect employees’ psychological state and work behavior (Neubert
et al., 2008; Cerit, 2009; Hunter et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2013; Carter
and Baghurst, 2014). However, the research on the influence
of servant leadership on employees’ voice behavior is minimal.
Thus, this study will explore the impact mechanism of servant
leadership on employees’ voice behavior from the perspective of
subordinates’ feelings.

This study further focuses on the relationship between
servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior based on Social
Exchange Theory. First, the mean doctrine profoundly influenced
most employees in the Chinese context, they are cautious in
their words and deeds at work, and their willingness to voice
is low (Zhu et al., 2014). Servant leadership prioritizes the

employees’ interests, pays attention to the employees’ growth, and
gives respect and authorization to employees (Van Dierendonck,
2010. Servant leadership may improve employees’ voice behavior.
Second, psychological security is an individual’s psychological
feeling and inner state; higher psychological security can motivate
employees to be more active at work (Kahn, 1990). As an action
orientation, error learning ability can effectively improve the
effect of individual reflection and learning from errors (Yu, 2008).
Thus, this study will explore the mediation role of psychological
security and error learning ability in servant leadership and
employees’ voice behavior and explore the mechanism between
servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior by constructing
a chain mediation path.

Employees will inevitably be “overcautious” and “cowardly” at
work; as a loose and free working situation in the workplace work
autonomy can effectively ease these kinds of employees’ work
attitudes and behavior (Sappleton and Lourenco, 2016; Nesheim
et al., 2017). Therefore, work autonomy may be an essential
boundary condition in servant leadership, affecting psychological
security and error learning ability. Based on the points above,
from the perspective of Social Exchange Theory, this study aims
to build a mediation model for servant leadership to affect
employees’ voice behavior through psychological security and
error learning ability and explore the moderation role of work
autonomy in the model. Practically, this study aims to supply
the directional basis for improving employees’ positive voice and
problem-solving initiatives for the organization, thus improving
the overall operational efficiency. The research model is shown in
Figure 1.

THEORETICAL REVIEW AND RESEARCH
HYPOTHESIS

Servant Leadership and Employees’
Voice Behavior
Employees’ voice behavior is a kind of cheerful and
spontaneous Out-of-role behavior (Van Dyne et al., 2008)
provides constructive suggestions for the organization through
interpersonal communication (Le Pine and Van Dyne, 2001;
Morrison, 2011). It can effectively improve the operational
efficiency of the organization, improve the current situation
of the organizational environment, enhance the external
adaptability of the organization, and improve the quality of
decision-making of leaders, which is an essential basis for
the sustainable development, reform, and innovation of the
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical hypothesis model.

organization (Le Pine and Van Dyne, 1998. From the earlier
studies, it has been found that leadership style is an essential
situational factor (Morrison, 2014). An upbeat leadership style
can effectively promote employees’ voice behavior (Zohar
and Luria, 2010; Xu et al., 2015; Svendsen and Joensson,
2016).

As an employee-oriented leader, a servant leader emphasizes
that he/she is a server (Russell, 2001) and focuses on the interests
and needs of employees (Greenleaf et al., 2002). Servant leaders
will delegate, prioritize subordinates, supply emotional comfort,
conceptualize skills, help subordinates grow and succeed, behave
ethically, create value for the community (Liden et al., 2008),
and motivate employees to contribute to the organization (Liden
et al., 2015). Generally, servant leaders have the attitude of
serving others, helping employees grow and develop, giving
employees the right to work independently, and caring for
and respecting employees’ benefits and values (Washington
et al., 2006). Previous studies have shown that servant
leadership can significantly affect individual-level changes in
employees’ psychology, work attitude, and behavior (Walumbwa
et al., 2010; Chughtai, 2017; Lapointe and Vandenberghe,
2018).

Social Exchange Theory holds that both sides of social
exchange supply valuable things to the other side, and the
beneficiary will try to repay until the exchange is balanced
(Blau, 1964). On the one hand, servant leadership focuses
on serving employees. The leadership characteristics of care
and respect will make employees feel valued, which will
improve their job satisfaction. Employees will reward the
organization with more out-of-role behaviors. Servant leadership
puts the needs of employees first place, aids and encourages
employees in their work, and can provide particular help
to employees who are facing difficulties. When employees
perceive the genuine care and support of servant leaders,
they will actively repay the leaders by working hard. Besides,
the servant leadership style is easier to mobilize employees’
enthusiasm and sense of responsibility (Fritz and Sonnentag,
2009) and encourage them to show more work behaviors
beneficial to the organization at work to make their contributions
to the development of the organization (Bande et al., 2016).

Based on the analysis above, the following hypothesis is
proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Servant leadership positively correlates
with employees’ voice behavior.

The Mediation Role of Psychological
Security
Psychological security is a characteristic of an individual’s
psychological perception and inner state (Kahn, 1990. When
employees perceive the risks and uncertainties in the work
environment, they will change their psychological state (Bos and
Lind, 2002), affecting their cognition and behavior. Research
shows that leadership style is one of the critical factors affecting
psychological security (Carnelian and Hoffer, 2009). with high
psychological security, employees will not be too hesitant in work
because of the possible negative impact or adverse consequences
on themselves. They can devote themselves to work and give
full play to express their true self (Edmondson, 1999, 2004). On
the contrary, employees may shrink back with low psychological
security because they will cause unnecessary consequences or
injuries to themselves, showing “hands tied” behavior.

According to Social Exchange Theory, after receiving a favor
from others, the beneficiary will repay somehow. The beneficiary
will also have an emotional state of gratitude (McCullough
et al., 2001; Tsang and Martin, 2019). On the one hand,
employees’ psychological security depends on leaders’ leadership
behavior (Edmondson, 1999). In the dynamic and complex
organizational environment, servant leadership can keenly detect
employees’ concerns about the possible adverse consequences
of voice (Xiaoming and Rui, 2015). It eliminates or eases the
concerns brought to employees by voice through heartfelt care
and comfort. Employees feel a sense of security and it promote
employees to speak out their suggestions and ideas more boldly
and bravely (Yan and Xiao, 2016).

Servant leadership gives employees the right to complete
their work independently. Employees can freely control their
time and work style, enabling them to give full play to their
talents, control the work progress quickly, and show substantial
control, further increasing employees’ sense of security. When
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employees have high psychological security at work, they will
actively find the problems existing in the organization, and
actively seek ways to continuously improve the work status, then
produce work attitudes and spontaneous behaviors conducive to
the organization’s development (George and Brief, 1992. Based
on the analysis above, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Psychological security mediator
between servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior.

The Mediation Role of Error Learning
Ability
Error learning ability refers to the individual’s thinking and
attribution of the error behavior after he/she has made errors in
their work (Frese et al., 2011) and applies accumulated experience
and new knowledge learned from errors to decisions or actions
(Zhao, 2011; Ju et al., 2015). Error learning ability requires
individuals to admit and accept the occurrence and existence of
errors (Harteis et al., 2008), which is based on the individual’s
correct cognition of errors (Bauer and Mulder, 2007). Error
learning ability differs from experiential learning, and individuals
will increase observed behavior after errors occur (Dormann
and Frese, 1994). It helps individuals explore strategies to solve
problems as a precondition for enterprises to innovate and
enhance their external adaptability (Starkey, 1998). Individuals
with low learning ability usually avoid showing their error
behavior (Husted and Michailova, 2002) and even try to cover
up or escape responsibility with a fluke mentality.

Earlier studies have shown that error learning ability can lead
to positive behavior outcomes; individuals can reflect on their
errors and summarize lessons and experiences. It talks about their
errors with a cheerful outlook. It puts forward more constructive
consequences through practical learning and communication
(Pearn et al., 1998) to promote the realization of enterprise
goals (Li et al., 2013). Good error learning ability can positively
affect employees’ voice tendency. According to Social Exchange
Theory, the relationship between people is essentially a social
exchange relationship. When individuals are well-treated and
supported by others, individuals will give the same positive return
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005. Servant leadership can take
employees as the center and serve every organization member.

It gradually forms a benign interactive relationship so that
employees can perceive leaders’ respect, understanding, and
goodwill. They will give back to leaders and organizations with
practical actions, and in case of errors, they will not choose to
avoid them, and they will not be too cautious at work just to
avoid errors. Instead, they can face their errors, regard errors as
opportunities to gain experience, and effectively find and reflect
on them at work. They gain knowledge and experience from
them and actively put forward suggestions and ideas (Van Dyck
et al., 2005), which is beneficial for enterprises to form unique
competitive advantages (Love and Smith, 2016). Therefore, the
following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Error learning ability plays a mediator
between servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior.

Chain Mediation Role of Psychological
Security and Error Learning Ability
According to the relationship predicted by H1, H2, and H3,
this study holds that psychological security and error learning
ability further plays a chain mediation role in servant leadership
and employees’ voice behavior. The servant leadership style
believes that “leaders’ care, respect, and help on employees”
can improve employees’ recognition of them and set up mutual
trust and respect to feel safe from servant leadership. Even if
they make some errors at work, servant leadership treats them
fairly. Therefore, employees with an acute sense of psychological
security have strong psychological support when making errors
at work. They will think more actively, effectively interpret errors
and their inducing causes, get knowledge from errors, share
knowledge and transfer knowledge to others. In this working
atmosphere, employees are more likely to be inspired by their
voices. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 4(H4): Psychological security and error
learning ability play a chain mediation role between
servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior. Servant
leadership improves employees’ error learning ability by
enhancing employees’ psychological security and then
affects employees’ voice behavior.

The Moderation Role of Work Autonomy
Work autonomy is regarded as a working feature (Huber
and Glick, 1993), an individual’s freedom, independence, and
decision-making power in the working process and working
mode (Hackman and Oldham, 1975), and a reflection of an
individual’s control overwork. Work autonomy can affect an
individual’s work status, thus affecting their work behavior
performance (Fuller et al., 2010; Sappleton and Lourenco,
2016). The higher the autonomy of work is, the more complex
the individual will work (Liden et al., 2000), thus creating
more positive benefits for the organization (Bizzl and Soda,
2011; Nesheim et al., 2017). Specifically, individuals’ feeling
of the work environment and their characteristics will affect
their psychological state, thus affecting their behavior in the
organization. When the work autonomy is high, employees can
freely arrange their work tasks and work plans at work. In an
organizational environment with work autonomy, it is easier
to motivate employees to adopt a positive work (Oldham and
Cummings, 1996; Maden-Eyiusta, 2016), thus improving their
psychological security. Low work autonomy may lead employees
to complete their work in a hostile and passive state, thus
reducing their psychological security. Therefore, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Work autonomy plays a moderation
role between servant leadership and psychological security.
The higher the employee’s work autonomy is, the stronger
the positive relationship between servant leadership and
psychological security is.

Moreover, based on Hypothesis 4 and 5, we further
infer that work autonomy may moderate the mediation role
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of psychological security and error learning ability between
servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior. When the
work autonomy is high, servant leadership will reduce the
psychological burden of employees at work, and they will
not consider too much psychological burden except work.
Psychological security encourages employees to actively respond
to errors at work, try to summarize experiences and lessons, and
learn from them, so they are likely to break the silence and speak
freely about the organization’s interests. Therefore, hypothesis 6
is proposed:

Hypothesis 6(H6): Work autonomy can enhance the positive
impact of servant leadership on psychological security and then
moderate the chain mediation role of psychological security
and error learning ability between servant leadership and
employees’ voice behavior.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Research Samples
This study takes ordinary employees and their direct superiors
of several Chinese enterprises as samples and uses offline
questionnaires to collect data. To avoid the impact of homology
bias, this study uses the method of matching superiors and
employees at three separate times to collect data, with an interval
of 30 days. The specific investigation process is: The respondents
are employees for the first time (T1), and the survey includes
the basic information about employees and servant leadership.
For the second time (T2), the respondents are employees, and
the survey includes psychological security, error learning ability,
and work autonomy. For the third time (T3), the respondents are
employees’ direct superiors, and the survey includes employees’
voice behavior. Except for some demographic variables, all it
scored the questionnaires with Likert 6 points in this study.

We distributed 483 employees’ questionnaires on-site in the
first survey, and 474 valid questionnaires were recovered. In the
second survey, questionnaires were distributed to the employees
who provided valid responses for the first time, and 445 valid
ones were recovered. In the third survey, questionnaires were
distributed to the direct supervisor of the employees, who
provided valid responses for the second time, and 424 valid ones
were recovered. The effective recovery rate was 87.8%. In terms
of sample structure, most of the employees are male, accounting
for 64.7% of the total; in terms of age structure, most of them
are young people, and employees under the age of 35 account for
58.2%; in terms of education level, respondents with a bachelor
degree or beyond bachelor degree account for 61.1% of the total.

Variable Measurement
The scales used in this study are mature ones at home and
abroad or used by many scholars. Each item adopts the Likert
6-point scale scoring method to measure five main variables:
servant leadership, psychological security, error learning ability,
voice behavior, and work autonomy. For measuring servant
leadership, this study adopts the scale prepared by Liden et al.
(2014), with seven items. The representative item is “If I have
personal problems, I will ask my leader for help” Cronbach’s

α is 0.817. For measuring psychological security, this study
adopts the scale compiled by Edmondson (1999), which has
seven items. The representative item is “No one will deliberately
undermine my efforts” Cronbach’s α is 0.799. For measuring
error learning ability, this study adopts the scale developed by
Rybowiak et al. (1999), with four items. The representative item
is “Errors can provide useful information for me to finish my
work” the Cronbach’s α is 0.754. For measuring employees’ voice
behavior, this study adopts the scale developed by Schaubroeck
et al. (2016), three items. The representative item is “Express
new ideas on job-related policies and procedures” Cronbach’s α

is 0.760. For measuring work autonomy, this study uses the scale
compiled by Liu et al. (2007), three items. The representative item
is “I decide how to do the work myself ” Cronbach’s α is 0.785.

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
In this study, Mplus 7.4 is used for confirmatory factor
analysis of related variables to test the discriminant validity
between variables. Results as shown in Table 1, the five-factor
model has the best fitting effect (x2 = 439.117, DF = 199,
X2/DF = 2.207, CFI = 0.928, TLI = 0.916, RMSEA = 0.053,
SRMR = 0.046), showing that the five variables in this study have
good discriminant validity.

Correlation Analysis
The mean value, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient
of each variable in this study are shown in Table 2. The
data shows that the correlation between variables is consistent
with the previous hypothesis of this study: Servant leadership
is significantly positively correlated with psychological security
(γ = 0.435, P < 0.01), error learning ability (γ = 0.498,
P < 0.01), and voice behavior (γ = 0.365, P < 0.01); Psychological
security is significantly positively correlated with error learning
ability (γ = 0.666, P < 0.01), and voice behavior (γ = 0.480,
P < 0.01);Error learning ability is significantly positively
correlated with voice behavior (γ = 0.438, P < 0.01).

Hypotheses Test
(1) Test of the significant effect

Mplus 7.4 tests the structural equation model’s fitting indexes
and related assumptions. First, the fitting indexes of the structural
equation model are tested. Results are shown in Table 3, the
overall fitting degree of the structural equation model is good,
and all fitting indices reach an acceptable level. Second, the
results of path analysis are shown in Figure 2. Servant leadership
positively affects employees’ voice behavior (β = 0.097, P < 0.05),
so hypothesis H1 is verified.
(2) Test of mediation effect

This study uses bootstrap (repeated sampling 5000 times)
to test the chain mediation effect of psychological security and
error learning ability. The results are shown in Table 4. The
overall indirect effect, the total mediation effect value, is the
sum of the mediation effects of the three mediation paths
(β = 0.361, P < 0.001), and the 95% confidence interval is [0.279,
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TABLE 1 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis.

Model Factor x2 df x2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Model1 PS + ELA + SL + WA + VB 1531.349 209 7.327 0.601 0.559 0.122 0.102

Model2 PS + ELA + SL + WA, VB 1460.462 208 7.021 0.622 0.580 0.119 0.101

Model3 PS + ELA + SL, WA, VB 943.861 206 4.582 0.777 0.750 0.092 0.072

Model4 PS + ELA, SL, WA, VB 636.852 203 3.137 0.869 0.851 0.071 0.056

Model5 PS, ELA, SL, WA, VB 439.117 199 2.207 0.928 0.916 0.053 0.046

N = 424; SL, servant leadership; PS, psychological security; ELA, error learning ability; VB, voice behavior; WA, work autonomy; +:two factors combined as one.

TABLE 2 | Mean value, standard deviation, and correlation coefficient of main variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age 1

2. Gender 0.106* 1

3. Education level –0.001 –0.126** 1

4. Servant leadership 0.037 0.107* –0.141** 1

5. Psychological security 0.086 0.065 –0.128** 0.435** 1

6. Error learning ability 0.133** –0.038 –0.114* 0.498** 0.666** 1

7. Voice behavior 0.129** 0.047 –0.013 0.365** 0.480** 0.438** 1

8. Work autonomy –0.115* –0.129** 0.108* 0.073 0.080 0.083 0.092 1

Mean value (M) 31.55 0.16 2.20 5.184 4.983 5.070 5.103 5.327

Standard deviation (SD) 6.773 0.363 0.528 0.627 0.638 0.615 0.656 0.558

N = 424;**, *stand for P < 0.01, P < 0.05, respectively.

0.452], excluding 0, the effect is significant. Mediation effect of
psychological security (β = 0.279, P < 0.001), which is significant,
and the 95% confidence interval is [0.006, 0.044], excluding
0, so H2 is verified. Mediation effect of error learning ability
(β = 0.043, P < 0.01), which is significant, and the 95% confidence
interval is [0.017, 0.080], excluding 0. So H3 is verified; the
Path coefficient between psychological security and error learning
ability (β = 0.363, P < 0.001) shows that psychological security
significantly and positively affects error learning ability. It means
the higher the employees’ psychological security is, the higher the
level of error learning ability is. The chain mediation effect of
psychological security and error learning ability between servant
leadership and employees’ voice behavior is significant (β = 0.039,
P < 0.01), 95% confidence interval is [0.020, 0.067], excluding 0,
so H4 is verified.
(3) Test of the moderation effect

It can be concluded from Figure 2 that the interaction between
servant leadership and work autonomy has a significant impact
on psychological security (β = 0.216, P < 0.05), showing that
work autonomy significantly moderates the relationship between

TABLE 3 | Fitting indexes of structural equation model.

Fitting index Critical value (recommended
threshold)

Model index Fit or not

x2 the lower, the better 462.783 –

df the lower, the better 202 –

x2/df 1<x2/df<3 2.291 fit

CFI >0.9 0.921 fit

TLI >0.9 0.910 fit

RMSEA <0.08 0.055 fit

SRMR <0.08 0.058 fit

servant leadership and psychological security. In order to further
explain the moderation effect of work autonomy, a simple
slope test is carried out according to Aiken et al. suggestions
(Aiken and West, 1991), as shown in Figure 3. The results
show that when work autonomy is low, the positive impact of
servant leadership on psychological security is weak (β = 0.393,
t = 7.322, P < 0.001); when work autonomy is high, the positive
impact of servant leadership on psychological security is strong
(β = 0.633, t = 9.298, P < 0.001). With the increase of employees’
work autonomy, the positive impact of servant leadership on
psychological security has increased, so H5 is verified.

To test the regulating effect of work autonomy, this study
uses Latent Moderate Structural Equations (LMS) to test the
moderated chain mediation effect (Fang and Wen, 2018). Results
are shown in Table 5. The mediation effect of psychological
security and error learning ability between servant leadership and
advice behavior is moderated by work autonomy. For employees
with high work autonomy (one standard deviation higher than
the average value), the indirect effect of servant leadership on
voice behavior through psychological security and error learning
ability is significantly higher than for employees with low work
autonomy (one standard deviation lower than the average). The
difference value is 0.018, 95% confidence interval is [0.003, 0.046],
excluding 0. Therefore, H6 is verified.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATION

Conclusion
Based on Social Exchange Theory, this study discusses the action
path of servant leadership affecting employees’ voice behavior
through two-source and three-stage data collection. The results
show that servant leadership positively correlates with employees’
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FIGURE 2 | Path coefficient of structural equation. ***, **, *stand for P < 0.001, P < 0.01, P < 0.05, respectively, the coefficient in the figure is the standardization
coefficient, and the standard errors are in brackets. The control variables are age, gender, and education level.

voice behavior. Psychological security and error learning ability
play a separate mediation role and a chain mediation role in the
impact of servant leadership on employees’ voice behavior. Work
autonomy positively moderates the relationship between servant
leadership and psychological security and moderates the chain
mediation role of psychological security and error learning ability
in servant leadership and employees’ voice behavior.

Theoretical Significance
(1) From the perspective of Social Exchange, this study explains
the impact mechanism of servant leadership on employees’ voice
behavior and enriches the research on the antecedent variables
of voice behavior. Although previous studies have proved that
a critical antecedent variable of voice behavior is leadership
style, they are primarily about transformational leadership
(Long-Zeng et al., 2011), authentic leadership (Hsiung, 2012),
and paternalistic leadership (Chan, 2013) and other leadership
styles. As a unique leadership style that is employees-oriented
and authorization-oriented, servant leadership can show more
commitment and better explain different results (Hoch et al.,
2018). However, it is unclear how it affects voice behavior. As a

TABLE 4 | Test results of mediating chain effect.

Model path β S.E. P 95% confidence
interval

Lower Upper

Total 0.458 0.064 0.000 0.334 0.581

Direct 0.097 0.048 0.041 0.003 0.190

Total indirect 0.361 0.044 0.000 0.279 0.452

Path1: SL→PS→VB 0.279 0.038 0.000 0.210 0.361

Path2: SL→ELA→VB 0.043 0.016 0.007 0.017 0.080

Path3: SL→PS→ELA→VB 0.039 0.012 0.001 0.020 0.067

N = 424; SL, servant leadership; PS, psychological security; ELA, error learning
ability; VB, voice behavior.

unique leadership style that puts the interests of employees first,
servant leadership has low risk and uncertainty, so employees
can actively show voice behavior. The research results of this
study broaden the research scope of servant leadership and
voice behavior and can provide some reference for future
related research.

(2) Based on Social Exchange Theory, this study more
comprehensively reveals the impact mechanism of servant
leadership on employees’ voice behavior. On the one hand,
the impact of leadership behavior on employees’ voice behavior
can be seen as a psychological mechanism. Servant leadership,
an employee’s-centered and democratic participatory leadership
style, can eliminate employees’ misgivings and anxiety in
completing their work (Tynan, 2005). When employees complete
their work with a positive attitude of “master” and “server,”
voice behavior will be increased. This study further deepens
the understanding of the internal mechanism between servant
leadership and employees’ voice behavior. In consideration of
“service,” servant leadership gives employees more authorization

FIGURE 3 | Figure of regulating effect.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 938983

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-938983 July 4, 2022 Time: 7:32 # 8

Chen et al. How Can Servant Leadership Promote Employees’ Voice Behavior

TABLE 5 | Test results of regulated chain mediating effect.

Regulating variables Path: SL→PS→ELA→VB

Indirect effect SE 95% confidence interval

Lower Upper

Low WA 0.030 0.003 0.014 0.056

High WA 0.048 0.005 0.024 0.084

Difference 0.018 0.003 0.003 0.046

N = 424; SL, servant leadership; PS, psychological security; ELA, error learning ability; VB, voice behavior; WA, work autonomy.

and support and provides them with a relaxed and accessible
working environment. Employees can actively learn about
errors and analyze the causes in this working atmosphere.
Consequently, their thoughts can be opened more easily,
divergent thinking can be generated more quickly, problems
can be solved creatively, and then they will voice. Therefore,
this study verifies the separate mediation role of psychological
security and error learning ability between servant leadership
and employees’ voice behavior. This study changes the traditional
research ideas and thoroughly uses the chain mediation model to
explain the impact mechanism between servant leadership and
employees’ voice behavior.

(3) This study verifies the moderation role of work autonomy
in the mediation model. As one of the core work characteristics,
work autonomy can promote the transformation and regulation
of work resources in and out of the role and impact employees’
behaviors (Grant, 2008). Low work autonomy means that
employees need to strictly follow the specified procedures,
limiting their work initiative and enthusiasm and making them
less likely to use resources and spare time to find organizational
problems. Therefore, this autonomy is an opportunity and a
challenge for employees, which will promote them to open
thinking and put forward creative development suggestions at
work. Therefore, this study believes that work autonomy can
improve the positive effects of servant leadership on employees’
psychological state, action orientation, and work behavior. The
empirical results of the moderated chain mediation model
constructed by this study make a more comprehensive test
of Social Exchange Theory, which helps deepen the academic
understanding and development of Social Exchange Theory.

Management Enlightenment
First, managers should focus on the servant leadership’s behavior
style and promote employees’ voices. In Chinese culture, power
distance often affects employees, so they become silent, hindering
enterprises’ development. On the one hand, managers should
break the traditional power distance between superiors and
subordinates. It means giving them a lead, paying attention
to their manners, maintaining work enthusiasm, and actively
communicating with employees about the current enterprise
development situation. Leaders should also discuss the internal
problems of the enterprises. Managers should focus on serving
employees by actively establishing a close working relationship
with employees. They should do it by appeasing and caring,
providing support and help, respecting employees’ personalities,
encouraging employees to constantly challenge themselves,

and cultivating employees’ ability to think independently and
communicate independently to promote employees’ voices.

Second, managers should improve employees’ psychological
security through a comfortable and independent working
environment and establish a suitable error learning mechanism.
On the one hand, employees with high psychological security
think that voice behavior is their internal role, regard voice
as a behavior with more advantages than disadvantages, and
then like to voice. Therefore, managers should take more
measures to enhance employees’ psychological security in daily
management practice. It includes flexible working hours and a
pleasant working environment to make employees regard the
organization as “our home” and will contribute to “our home.”
On the other hand, managers should treat employees’ errors
rationally, tolerate errors caused by exploration and innovation,
and avoid punishing errors caused by short-term goals and
laissez-faire. At the same time, managers should consciously
provide employees with information that helps them learn
and improve. It reduces the panic caused by errors, improves
employees’ pressure resistance, makes employees dare to look
directly at errors, and breaks the silence, so they dare to voice.
Managers should promote employees’ voice behavior to achieve
the long-term development goal of the enterprises.

Third, managers should abandon the traditional “command
and control” management mode. Instead, appropriately allow
employees at work, give them specific work autonomy, and
increase employees’ work flexibility. It includes freely arranging
work hours, choosing work methods, and self-controlling work
progress in promoting employees to practice their ideas at work.
Employees create organizational performance and technology
with their thoughts, cognition, and emotions. Giving employees
the right to choose work methods and work arrangements
freely can improve employees’ work enthusiasm and ability
and reduce employees’ work constraints. However, it also
establishes the style of managers, promotes employees’ follow
psychology and loyalty, encourages employees to voice for
the development and progress of the organization actively,
and constantly explores alternative paths, which will eventually
improve organizational performance.

Research Limitations and Future
Prospects
This study also has some limitations, which need to be further
explored in the future. First, the samples of this study are mainly
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servant enterprises. So the conclusions of this study may have
some limitations in representativeness. Future researchers can
collect data in more industries and obtain more samples to
verify the conclusions. Second, this questionnaire uses western
scales used for localization research. The behaviors described
in these scales may have unique forms in Chinese enterprises,
which will affect the research conclusions. Third, this study
mainly explores the mediation role of psychological security and
error learning ability in the impact of servant leadership on
employees’ voice behavior from the individual level. In future
research, researchers can try to measure the servant leadership
behavior at the team level to verify the effect of behavior
under servant leadership. Fourth, the outcome variable of this
study is voice behavior. Researchers can further combine other
leadership styles to investigate their action mechanisms based

on employees’ voice behavior and compare their differences in
future research.
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