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Abstract

Purpose – This study aims to empirically demonstrate the positive effects of 
resonant leadership, workplace friendship and serving culture on organizational 
commitment through a mediating role of compassion at work.

Design/methodology/approach – The data are collected from 442 front line 
employees (FLEs) working in Pakistani healthcare organizations by employing 
a cross-sectional survey. The collected data are analysed through the structural 
equation modelling (SEM) technique, using SmartPLS 3.0.

Findings – All the proposed relationships are statistically supported. We found 
that resonant leadership, serving culture and workplace friendship predict 
normative commitment among healthcare frontliners through a mediating role 
of compassion at work. The results demonstrate an excellent model fit, where all 
the direct as well as indirect hypotheses are supported by the data.

Originality/value – The analysis of the positive effects of resonant leadership, 
workplace friendship and serving culture as a unified framework to predict 
organizational commitment via the mediating role of compassion in a healthcare 
setting is unique to this study.

Keywords – Compassion at Work, Resonant Leadership, Workplace Friendship, 
Serving Culture, Organizational Commitment
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1 Introduction

Organizational commitment is employees’ attitude 
and loyalty towards their employer (Kumasey, Bawole, 
& Hossain, 2017; Lee & Reade, 2018). Committed 
employees serve customers in the best possible manner, 
which results in the establishment of stronger employee-
customer relationships (Ansari & Kashif, 2019; Mawritz, 
Folger, & Latham, 2014). The context of frontliners is 
important as they are expected to demonstrate socially 
desirable emotions during the service work they carry out, 
which is a challenging task as organizations have so far 
failed to provide an environment which positively triggers 
prosocial behaviours (van Gelderen, Konijn, & Bakker, 
2017). At the baseline, there is evidence that lower levels of 
employee commitment to the organization results in poor 
emotional displays during service performance (Kashif, 
Zarkada, & Thurasamy, 2017a; Krannitz, Grandey, Liu, 
& Almeida, 2015). However, when employees decide 
to remain committed to an organization, there is an 
ensured tendency to display positive behaviours at work 
(Schwepker, Dimitriou, & McClure, 2019).

In order to strengthen employee commitment, 
Lilius and colleagues (Lilius, Worline, Dutton, Kanov, 
& Maitlis, 2011) proposed an environment based on 
compassion. Compassion has been discussed in the human 
relations literature over the years and involves elements 
of inner feelings towards others and sympathizing and 
relating with the pain of another person (Kanov et al., 
2004). In organizational settings, compassion has been 
discussed as a feeling where someone is deeply concerned 
about avoiding other people’s suffering, in order to ensure 
their well-being (Dutton, Worline, Frost, & Lilius, 2006; 
Ge, Wu, Li, & Zheng, 2019). Thus, compassion is an 
empathic response towards others and is different than 
other constructs such as voluntary behaviours. When 
displaying voluntary behaviours, individuals act to help 
others (i.e. working for others, talking and listening), 
while compassion comprises an emotion that leads to 
organization-centric behaviours and prevents them from 
engaging in uncivil behaviours at work (Rhee, Hur, 
& Kim, 2017). Compassionate individuals not only 
feel others’ pain but are also ready to render material 
support (Dutton et al., 2006). Compassion at work 
involves various stages: (a) noticing the pain of another 
person, (b) having an emotional reaction towards his/her 
pain, and (c) responding in a way to help and reduce or 
eradicate that pain (Kanov et al., 2004). These feelings 

are a product of a comfortable and inspiring workplace 
culture (Lilius et al., 2011). Such feelings (i.e. compassion) 
can lead to several positive outcomes, such as employee 
commitment. For instance, feelings of compassion have 
been found to trigger proactive and positive behaviours 
among employees (Hur, Moon, & Ko, 2018; Rhee et al., 
2017). In a similar argument, compassion can also 
lead to organizational commitment among employees, 
thus addressing a key issue facing service organizations 
(Kumasey et al., 2017).

In an era where employees working in service 
organizations feel depressed and face aggressive behaviours 
at work (Kashif et al., 2017a), the existence of compassion 
is important to minimize the dark effects of toxic 
environments (Rhee et al., 2017). In this regard, considering 
compassion as an outcome of positive organizational 
behaviours is pivotal. The organizational antecedents of 
compassion (i.e. the organizational factors that can trigger 
compassion at work) are unclear and are suggested as a 
potential area of inquiry (Madden, Duchon, Madden, & 
Plowman, 2012). Since its inception in the early 2000s, 
organizational compassion has been examined extensively, 
but there is still a dearth of studies informing managers 
to impart compassionate feeling among employees at 
work (Shahzad & Muller, 2016). There needs to be 
positive leadership, friendly workplace relationships, and 
a culture of support to trigger compassionate feelings 
among employees (Kanov et al., 2004). In line with these 
guidelines, we present resonant leadership, workplace 
friendship and serving culture as three new antecedents 
of compassion at work.

Relationship-oriented leadership styles trigger 
positive emotions among employees. In this regard, 
resonant leadership, a relationship-oriented leadership 
style, is found to trigger positivity among employees 
(Boyatzis & McKee, 2013; Cummings et al., 2010). 
Resonant leaders establish stronger emotional bonds 
with their employees (Koman & Wolff, 2008); they are 
positive, caring, and spread hope, which enables them 
to establish stronger emotional ties with their followers 
(Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2013). Resonant leaders 
are able to establish a culture of support and positivity 
at work (Bawafaa, Wong, & Laschinger, 2015), which 
can stimulate employees to display proactive behaviours 
(Schwepker et al., 2019). Resonant leadership behaviour 
results in positive work outcomes, but its association 
with compassion at work to drive commitment among 
employees remains unclear (Zulueta, 2016). There may be 
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other leadership behaviours; however, resonant leadership 
behaviours are found to drive mindfulness and empathy 
among followers (Singh, Sengupta, & Sharma, 2018). 
Resonant leadership involves a relationship-oriented 
approach to leading followers. The relationship between 
leadership and proactive behaviours has already been 
presented, but the importance of resonant leadership to 
trigger compassionate feelings at work is often missed 
(Hur et al., 2018). This is an important research gap 
that may inform managers to practice a certain type of 
leadership style in order to inculcate compassion among 
employees, which is regarded as pivotal in ensuring success 
(Hur et al., 2018).

Friendship at work is yet another important 
element to strengthen positive behaviours in the workplace. 
When working together, employees socialize with each 
other, which can lead to a caring attitude. But this has 
been missed in recently published studies (Methot, 
Lepine, Podsakoff, & Christian, 2016). Friendship at 
work is an important element to counter workplace 
bullying and related aggressions, also helping individuals 
to counter work-related stress and depression (Rai & 
Agarwal, 2018b). However, friendship at work is not very 
natural and requires some rationalization and strategies to 
inject this spirit among employees (Chang, Chou, Liou, 
& Tu, 2016). When employees become friends, their 
friendship can counter bullying and aggression and also 
strengthens their commitment to the company (Chao, 
2018). However, whether friendship at work results in 
employees showing compassion towards each other is an 
important research question that remains unaddressed by 
contemporary researchers (Rai & Agarwal, 2018a). Since 
episodes of abuse at work are common (Kashif et al., 
2017a), stronger emotional ties among colleagues have 
the potential to eliminate the negative effects of dark 
behaviours at work (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008). This 
is where we believe workplace friendship has the potential 
to trigger compassion at work.

Finally, a serving culture is yet another 
organizational element that can trigger compassion and 
ultimately organizational commitment. A serving culture 
is defined as a culture of support, care and trustworthiness, 
where all the members of an organization are engaged 
in serving behaviours (Liden, Wayne, Liao, & Meuser, 
2014). This is not limited to serving customers but also 
involves helping colleagues as well. Theoretically, a serving 
culture is categorized as an important facet of such work 
environments, where all the members prioritize and try 

to serve the needs and interests of others, supporting and 
helping each other (Nowak, 2019). When employees 
perceive organizational-related elements as positive being 
for their well-being and performance it results in positive 
work outcomes and has the potential to trigger commitment 
to the organization. However, even in the presence of 
such positive work environments, there is a noted lack of 
organizational commitment (Jang & Kandampully, 2018). 
Therefore, the relationship between a positive perception 
of the work environment and commitment requires 
some intervention. With this important gap in mind, 
we present compassion as a result of a perceived serving 
culture to strengthen its relationship with organizational 
commitment among employees. Compassion at work is a 
feeling among employees that triggers positive performance 
and behaviours at work (Hur et al., 2018).

There are three types of commitment: affective, 
continuance, and normative commitment (Allen & Meyer, 
1990). Affective commitment is an emotional response to 
organizational efforts, while continuance commitment is 
where employees perform a cost-benefit analysis regarding 
whether to stay at or leave the company. Normative 
commitment is employees’ perceptions of an “obligation 
to stay” with the organization (Meyer & Allen, 1997). 
Normative commitment is a balanced judgement among 
employees to stay with the company and is a consequence 
of the arousal of some inner feelings among them. This 
happens when they feel that staying with the company 
is a moral duty and that the organization’s mission is 
compelling, motivating them to care about and help its 
members (McCormick & Donohue, 2019). Normative 
commitment among employees is a real challenge facing 
service organizations and managers are pressed to find ways 
to strengthen employee-organization relationships (Sharma, 
Kong, & Kingshott, 2016). Despite being a rational and 
important attitude, normative commitment is often 
overlooked, while affective commitment has been studied 
extensively (McCormick & Donohue, 2019). For instance, 
affective organizational commitment has been studied as a 
consequence of resonant leadership behaviour (Laschinger, 
Wong, Cummings, & Grau, 2014), workplace friendship 
(Morrison, 2009) and a serving culture (Liden et al., 
2014), but these important organizational variables are 
rarely positioned to investigate their impact on normative 
organizational commitment. Contemporary researchers 
have recommended investigating normative commitment 
to further present its organizational antecedents, which 
can advance the knowledge in the field of organizational 
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behaviour (McCormick & Donohue, 2019). Our study has 
the potential to offer valuable guidelines for organizations 
seeking to strengthen employees’ normative commitment 
and those pursuing the development of compassion 
during service work. This is important since there is a 
lack of employee commitment in organizations (Jang & 
Kandampully, 2018; McCormick & Donohue, 2019) 
and compelling reasons for compassion during service 
work (Hur et al., 2018; Rhee et al., 2017).

2  Concept  and Hypotheses 
Development

The framework is based on Social Learning 
Theory (SLT). This theory assumes that people learn 
from each other through social interactions and that their 
environment has an impact on them (Bandura, 1977, 
1986). Similarly, when there is positivity at work, the 
experience of positive interactions can trigger positive 
behaviours among employees (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008). 
Employees in organizations learn to respect each other 
through observing the behaviour of peers and supervisors 
(Chen, Zhu, & Zhou, 2015). This is how they learn to 
prioritize each other’s needs (Liden et al., 2014), enabling 
members to collectively notice, feel and actively respond 
to induce positive behaviours at work (Wagner, Warren, 
Cummings, Smith, & Olson, 2013), and compassion is 
no exception. In line with these assumptions, we consider 
three organizational antecedents as elements that are 
experienced by employees when they learn compassion, 
resulting in normative commitment. Compassion as a 
consequence of environmental factors has been studied 
recently using SLT, which strengthens our choice of the 
theory to explain the proposed relationships (Zoghbi-
Manrique-de-Lara & Viera-Armas, 2019).

2.1 Resonant leadership and compassion 
at work

Resonant leadership is a leadership style where 
leaders are mindful, optimistic, and show empathy by 
focusing on the social and emotional needs of their 
followers, resulting in positive work outcomes (Boyatzis 
& McKee, 2013). Resonant leaders support and empower 
their followers, which can trigger positivity among them 
(Cummings, 2004), resulting in the achievement of 
personal as well as organizational goals (Marques, 2010). 
As positive leadership styles trigger compassion at work 
(Zulueta, 2016), the relationship between resonant 

leadership and compassion is important, yet it is rarely 
proposed. Employees observe leadership styles and act 
accordingly. As resonant leaders have high emotional 
competencies, they are able to develop empathy among 
their followers (Goleman et al., 2013). Moreover, due to 
their ability to socialize and handle difficult situations at 
work with ease, resonant leaders are able to build strong 
social bonds with people at work, which can result in 
feelings of compassion in the workplace (Laschinger et al., 
2014). Followers learn and respond accordingly, which 
is in accordance with the assumptions of Social Learning 
Theory. The relationship between resonant leadership 
and compassion at work was pointed out by researchers 
years ago (Boyatzis & McKee, 2013) but still lacks an 
empirical examination. The resonant leadership style is 
important and needed in healthcare settings to trigger 
positivity among employees at work (Laschinger et al., 
2014). Resonant leaders are able to impart confidence 
and can strengthen social bonds among their followers, 
which provides them with the strength to meet the tough 
emotional requirements to perform healthcare jobs (e.g. 
nursing) (Bawafaa et al., 2015). Compassion during 
healthcare service work is also important as employees 
cannot serve patients in an efficient manner unless they 
feel their pain and then respond accordingly, while 
offering some tangible support (Younas & Maddigan, 
2019). In the context of high pressure healthcare jobs, 
resonant leaders have this ability to emotionally heal their 
followers, which can easily lead to positive feelings, with 
compassion being no exception. Given the importance 
of the resonant leadership style and the need to trigger 
compassionate feelings among healthcare employees, we 
propose the following:
H1: A perceived resonant leadership positively arouses 
feelings of compassion among healthcare employees.

2.2 Workplace friendship and compassion 
at work

Friendship at work has the potential to enhance 
job involvement and excitement about the work among 
employees (Song & Olshfski, 2008). This is because a 
strong emotional connection among peers at work has 
the potential to counter negative effects such as burnout, 
resulting from high pressure jobs (Chang et al., 2016). 
The positive outcomes of friendship at work are important 
for employees working in healthcare organizations, where 
jobs are stressful and employees are always required to 
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demonstrate socially desirable behaviours in the workplace 
(Mawritz et al., 2014). Individuals who are close friends are 
more likely to exchange ideas in a trustful manner (Sias, 
2005), which also reduces stress and anxiety, especially 
when the friends meet on a regular basis (both formally 
and informally), leading to positive work outcomes (Chan 
& Mak, 2014). Workplace friendship helps to develop 
compassion at different stages. For instance, regular meet-
ups enhance awareness and understanding (i.e. noticing, as 
a first step of compassion) (Lilius, et al., 2011), enabling 
people to work as a collaborative and unified unit to 
deliver value during service encounters (Kashif et al., 
2017a). When employees experience trust, they learn it 
from each other, mainly through social interactions, which 
may lead to proactive behaviours (Dutton, Roberts, & 
Bednar, 2010). This is consistent with the assumptions 
of Social Learning Theory. It is also possible in situations 
where individuals perceive that others care about them 
(Zulueta, 2016), driving knowledge sharing and team work 
in a trustful manner (Sias, 2005). Workplace friendship 
among colleagues working in healthcare organizations is 
important and has been found to contribute to positive 
outcomes (Coetzee, Ferreira, & Potgieter, 2019). Hence, 
workplace friendship in healthcare organizations is a critical 
factor of success and can also lead to some other positive 
attitudes at work. We thus hypothesize the following:
H2: Perceived workplace friendship positively arouses 
feelings of compassion among healthcare employees.

2.3 Serving culture and compassion at 
work

A culture of care and trust triggers positivity 
at work (Simpson, Clegg, & Pina e Cunha, 2013). 
Researchers looking into compassion have stressed the 
need to establish a workplace culture of care to ensure 
a compassionate workplace climate (Lilius, Kanov, 
Dutton, Worline, & Maitlis, 2011). The existence of 
such a climate motivates people to share their ideas and 
even their worries among each other. Such a positive 
culture is regarded as a prerequisite for compassion at 
work, but it has so far been barely examined (Dutton, 
Workman, & Hardin, 2014). Our argument is more 
specifically based on a serving culture, which is a system 
of legitimate propagation and practices of shared beliefs 
and norms and has the potential to produce positive 
work outcomes (Liden et al., 2014). An organizational 
system works in a trickle-down manner, whereby the 

individuals behave in the way they are treated by the 
authorities; fair treatment leads to perceptions of fairness 
while abuse invites abusive behaviours (Mawritz, Mayer, 
Hoobler, Wayne, & Marinova, 2012). This is exactly the 
core assumption of Social Learning Theory (Bandura & 
Walters, 1977), whereby it is believed that people notice 
and learn through the behaviours of others, resulting in 
the production of similar behaviours. This learning and 
replication of behaviour among employees may result in 
a culture where people care about each other, notice each 
other’s needs, including suffering, show empathy, and help 
each other in times of need, thus ensuring compassion 
(Dutton et al., 2014). A serving culture is of paramount 
importance for healthcare organization systems. There 
is evidence that a serving culture triggers a care-oriented 
philosophy, i.e. serving the needs of others first (Nowak, 
2019), which has the potential to establish feelings of 
compassion among healthcare employees. Caring for 
others is important for healthcare organizations since 
this is the core responsibility of the employees in such a 
system (Younas & Maddigan, 2019). Thus, we propose 
the following hypothesis:
H3: A perceived serving culture positively arouses feelings 
of compassion among healthcare employees.

2 .4  C o m p a s s i o n  a t  w o r k  a n d 
organizational normative commitment

Organizational commitment refers to “the 
relative strength of an individual’s identification with 
and involvement in a particular organization” (Porter 
& Smith, 1970, as cited in Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 
1978, p. 4). There are three types: affective, normative and 
continuance. Normative organizational commitment results 
in highly positive work outcomes, such as employees’ in-
role and extra-role performance, and negatively correlates 
with employee turnover (Gatling, Kang, & Kim, 2016). 
Normative commitment is an obligatory phenomenon 
at work and is translated as an “obligation to stay” with 
the organization (Meyer & Allen, 1997). However, it is a 
challenge for it to occur because an organization needs some 
compelling reasons that can trigger a sense of obligation 
among its employees (McCormick & Donohue, 2019). 
Since organizations are unable to find the means and 
ways to trigger this obligatory attitude, it is worthwhile 
investigating normative commitment further (Sharma et al., 
2016). Theoretically, normative commitment is overlooked 
by researchers examining commitment, despite being 
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highly important for service organizations (McCormick & 
Donohue, 2019), particularly in healthcare (Tekingündüz, 
Top, Tengilimoğlu, & Karabulut, 2017). Compassionate 
experiences at work drive affective organizational 
commitment (Lilius et al., 2008), a belief we extend to 
establish a relationship between compassion and normative 
organizational commitment. This is because feelings of 
compassion have the potential to result in several positive 
work outcomes for compassion providers, receivers, and 
also for the organization facilitating compassion processes 
(Dutton et al., 2014). This can result in employees taking 
pride in caring for and helping others voluntarily (Grant, 
Dutton, & Rosso, 2008) and having the feeling of being 
recognized as leaders (Melwani, Mueller, & Overbeck, 
2012), which they learn while observing others in an 
organizational system. This argument is therefore based 
on Social Learning Theory: people learn and then practice 
positive and/or negative behaviours, determining the 
levels of compassion and normative commitment. Thus, 
we hypothesize the following:
H4: Experience of compassion at work positively relates 
to organizational normative commitment.

2.5 The mediating role of compassion 
at work

It is empirically demonstrated that leadership 
practices, culture, and employee relations can lead to 
positive work outcomes, but employees working in service 
organizations can still lack commitment (Glazer & Kruse, 
2008; Schwepker et al., 2019). This means that a positive 
work environment is not the proximal determinant of 
organizational commitment and there are other variables 
that intervene in this relationship (Bernerth, Walker, & 
Harris, 2016). Organizational commitment is a consequence 
of resonant leadership behaviour because resonant leaders 
are able to arouse positive feelings among employees, which 
motivates them to remain committed to their organization 
(Laschinger et al., 2014; Wagner, Warren, Cummings, 
Smith, & Olson, 2014; Wagner et al., 2013). However, 
organizational commitment takes time to develop and 
is a consequence of positive emotions among employees 
towards an organization, an issue that is barely examined 
in studies of leader behaviours and commitment (Borhani, 
Jalali, Abbaszadeh, & Haghdoost, 2014). Compassion 
as a feeling of care and tangible help can intervene in 
this relationship. Peers propagate the actions of their 
colleagues, which can result in the development of caring 

emotions towards organizations. However, in these studies 
the discussion of compassion is limited and requires 
attention to form a bridge between serving culture and 
organizational commitment (Liden et al., 2014). Finally, 
friendship at work is yet another organizational-level 
factor that might ensure a compassionate experience at 
work (Song & Olshfski, 2008). The relationship between 
organizational elements and normative commitment is 
not new but the link between organizational elements 
to commitment via compassionate behaviours among 
employees is missing in recent studies (McCormick & 
Donohue, 2016, 2019).

Studying compassion to influence organizational 
elements and commitment is important for service firms 
where jobs are challenging, anxiety is the norm, and employees 
often switch organizations (Spanuth & Wald, 2017). Even 
when leadership behaviours are positive and employees 
have friendly relationships with each other, job burnout 
among employees is still common (Chang et al., 2016), 
which impedes commitment at work. Low commitment 
levels hinder positive displays of socially desirable emotions 
at work (Kashif et al., 2017a; Krannitz et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, researchers have stressed that some caring 
emotions (e.g. compassion) strengthen the link between 
positive work behaviours and organizational commitment 
(Lee & Reade, 2018; Reader, Mearns, Lopes, & Kuha, 
2017). Logically, organizational-level factors cannot trigger 
an obligatory attitude (i.e. normative commitment) unless 
a feeling of care and helping others (i.e. compassion) is 
aroused among individuals (Hur et al., 2018). Thus, we 
hypothesize the following:
H5: The relationship between perceived resonant leadership 
and organizational normative commitment is mediated 
through compassion at work.
H6: The relationship between perceived workplace 
friendship and organizational normative commitment 
is mediated through compassion at work.
H7: The relationship between a perceived serving culture 
and organizational normative commitment is mediated 
through compassion at work.

3 Research Methods

3.1 Sample and data collection procedures

The research design is based on a cross-sectional 
time horizon, which is widely adopted in survey-based 
studies and is regarded as an economical and efficient way 
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to collect data (Bryman, 2015). The sample population 
included frontliners working with healthcare service 
organizations. We approached nurses and frontline 
staff involved in patient reception and care, working 
in private hospitals located in the city of Lahore. Since 
they are extremely busy handling patients, we opted for a 
convenient sampling technique to collect the data. This is 
a technique recommended for researchers in circumstances 
where data collection is challenging (Saunders, 2011). The 
busy schedule of nurses and frontline support staff justifies 
the sampling approach. The target respondents for this 
study included hospital employees because compassion 
is important in their jobs, as they have to demonstrate 
socially desirable emotions to patients and their families 
(Zulueta, 2016).

The principle researcher visited various private 
sector hospitals in Lahore to collect the data. Formal 
ethical approvals were also sought from the hospital 
administration. After highlighting the importance of the 
study, which was explained by the researcher involved in 
the data collection, the approvals to collect the data were 
granted. This led to the distribution of 600 questionnaires 
to nurses and frontline staff engaged in patient care and 
reception. As a courtesy and also to ensure a reasonable 
response rate, snacks were offered to all the respondents.

In order to further strengthen the criteriological 
validity of this study, the respondents were qualified based 
on five years of work experience as frontliners with any 
hospital. This was to ensure that the respondents were 
well versed in hospitality sector issues facing frontline 

employees. In total, 442 fully completed questionnaires 
were received back, with a healthy response rate of 73.6 
percent. We completed the data collection from hospitals 
located in Lahore in a five-month period. The subject-to-
item ratio of 10:1, as recommended by researchers (Randall 
& Gibson, 2013), was used to decide on the sample size 
(e.g., there must be 320 if there are 32 survey items).

Table 1 below shows the respondent demographics:
Almost 13 percent of the respondents have advanced 

education (e.g., FCPS and others), 50 percent have earned 
a graduate/bachelor’s degree (e.g. MBBS, BBA and BS IT), 
27 percent have associate degrees (e.g. nursing courses) 
and 10 percent are high school graduates. The data were 
collected from admin (30 percent) and medical units (70 
percent). In the Pakistani context, the vast majority of 
nurses are young females. Hence, the predominance of 
young female respondents is a reflection of the Pakistani 
healthcare context. (The research questionnaire employed 
in this study to collect data is shown in the appendix A)

3.2 Measurements

The variables of this study are measured through 
self-reported items on a 5-point Likert scale. The choice 
of measures adopted in the study is based on the strong 
alpha values, as reported in previous studies. Moreover, 
in order to measure these items, we used a Likert-scale 
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree 
for all constructs except compassion at work, which is 
measured as 1 = never to 5 = nearly all the time.

Table 1.  
Demographics of Respondents

Variables Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Female 323 73.1

Male 119 26.9
Total 442 100
Age 21 to 30 275 62.2

31 to 40 89 20.1
41 to 50 70 15.8

More than 50 08 1.80
Total 442 100

Job Tenure Less than One Year 118 26.7
1 to 5 Years 203 45.9

6 to 10 Years 53 12.0
More than 10 Years 68 15.4

Total 442 100
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3.2.1 Resonant leadership

The resonant leadership style of the current 
supervisor was measured using a 10-item Resonant 
Leadership Scale (α = 0.95) (Estabrooks, Squires, 
Cummings, Birdsell, & Norton, 2009; Estabrooks, 
Squires, Hayduk, Cummings, & Norton, 2011). It is 
sub-scale of the Alberta Context Tool (Estabrooks et al., 
2011) and is employed extensively (Wagner et al., 
2014). Items such as “My leader seeks feedback even 
if it is difficult to hear” and “My leader allows me the 
freedom to make important decisions in my work” 
were measured.

3.2.2 Workplace friendship

Workplace friendship is measured by adopting 
a 6-item scale (α = 0.85) employed by Nielsen, Jex, and 
Adams (2000). The original scale measures friendship 
opportunity and friendship prevalence, with 6 items each, 
while we used only 6 items for friendship prevalence to 
measure the strength and quality of relationship. This was 
decided by keeping in view the necessary condition to 
foster compassion at work. Items such as “I have formed 
strong relationships at work” and “I feel that someone I 
work with is a true friend” were measured.

3.2.3 Serving culture

Serving culture is measured through a 7-item scale 
(α = 0.82) developed and used by Liden and colleagues 
(Liden et al., 2014). The sample items included “Employee 
career development is a priority in my organization” and 
“Employees in my organization put others’ best interests 
ahead of their own.”

3.2.4 Compassion at work

Compassion at work is measured by a 3-item 
scale (α = 0.79) developed and used by Lilius and 
colleagues (Lilius et al., 2008). The respondents were 
asked to rate the compassion they experienced while 
working with colleagues and supervisors. The items 
that measured the respondents’ personal experiences 
of compassion included “How often do you experience 
compassion from your supervisor?” and “How often 
do you experience compassion from your co-workers?”

3 .2 .5  Organiza t iona l  normat ive 
commitment

Finally, organizational normative commitment 
(α = 0.83) (Meyer, Allen, & Smith, 1993) is measured 
by using a 6-item scale. Items such as “The organization 
deserves my loyalty,” and “I would feel guilty if I left my 
organization now” were measured.

4 Data Analysis and Results

We used the structural equation modelling (SEM) 
technique to analyse the collected data. Although regression 
analysis serves the purpose of predictive modelling, SEM 
is used by contemporary researchers due to its strengths in 
explicitly measuring relationships among latent variables 
(Lim, Kim, & Shin, 2019). Initially, Harman’s single 
factor test is used to address common method biases, 
and then we present the measurement model, structural 
model, and hypotheses tests.

4.1 Common method biases

The data are self-reported, which requires the 
measurement of common method biases, as suggested 
by the experts (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 
2012). Here, Harman’s single factor test (Schriesheim, 
1979) is used to statistically address the common method 
variance issues. This test has been widely accepted and 
used to assess common method biases by contemporary 
healthcare researchers when conducting studies in nursing 
and healthcare (Huyghebaert, Gillet, Audusseau, & 
Fouquereau, 2019; Nguyen, Teo, Pick, & Jemai, 2018), 
despite the criticisms (Min, Park, & Kim, 2016). We used 
exploratory factor analysis (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, 
& Podsakoff, 2003). The common latent factor should be 
less than 50 percent of the variance. Our analysis shows 
that it was 28.26 percent, which means that common 
method bias is not a problem in this study.

4.2 Measurement model

It has been empirically demonstrated that a 
value greater than 0.7 should be used to assess data for 
indicator loadings (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2016). 
In light of that, the analysis revealed that a few loadings 
have a value of less than 0.7 (i.e. RL1, WF1, SC5, SC6 
and NC6). However, these indicators are not dropped 
because items with an outer loading higher than 0.60 are 
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also accepted in previously conducted studies (Kashif, 
Zarkada, & Thurasamy, 2017b).

Next, we measured for internal consistency. 
Composite reliability (CR) as a measure for internal 
consistency should show a value ranging from 0.7 to 
0.9 (Hair et al., 2016). The CR values shown in Table 2 
are within the range recommended by the experts. This 
ensures internal consistency for all the constructs. Construct 
validity is achieved by estimating the convergent validity 
(CV) and discriminant validity (DV). Convergent validity 
can be assured through the average variance extracted 
(AVE), which is a collective value that represents the 
central tendency of all the indicators’ squared loadings 
and convergence towards a single construct (Neuman 
& Robson, 2012). The value must be equal to or greater 
than 0.5 (Hair et al., 2016). The analysis demonstrates 
that this value ranged between 0.50 and 0.62, which 
confirms convergent validity for all the constructs, as 
presented in Table 2 below:

Discriminant validity is usually measured once 
convergent validity is confirmed (Hair et al., 2016). There 
are two methods used to assess discriminant validity, i.e. 
the cross loadings of each item and the Fornell-Larcker 
criterion, based on the square roots of the AVE values of 
each construct. We used the Fornell-Larcker criterion to 
assess the discriminant validity. The square roots of the AVE 
value of each construct must be larger than its maximum 
correlation with the other latent constructs (Hair et al., 
2016). As shown in Table 3 below, discriminant validity 
(DV) is confirmed where the AVE values of each construct 
are higher than its correlations with other the constructs.

4.3 Structural model

After establishing the reliability and validity of 
the measurement model, we evaluated the structural 
model, as recommended by the experts (Hair et al., 
2016). The structural model can be assessed by following 
several steps. In order to determine that there is no 

Table 2.  
Internal Consistency, Reliability and Convergent Validity

Constructs Alpha CR Items Loading AVE
Resonant Leadership (RL) 0.80 0.86 RL1 0.68 0.50

RL4 0.71
RL5 0.72
RL6 0.72
RL7 0.70
RL8 0.73

Workplace Friendship (WF) 0.80 0.86 WF1 0.64 0.56
WF3 0.78
WF4 0.76
WF5 0.81
WF6 0.74

Serving Culture (SC) 0.80 0.86 SC1 0.74 0.50
SC2 0.71
SC4 0.72
SC5 0.69
SC6 0.69
SC7 0.71

Compassion at Work (CAW) 0.70 0.83 CAW1 0.73 0.62
CAW2 0.82
CAW3 0.81

Normative Commitment (NC) 0.82 0.87 NC1 0.71 0.53
NC2 0.78
NC3 0.72
NC4 0.74
NC5 0.75



808

R. Bras. Gest. Neg., São Paulo, v.22, n.4, p.799-819, Oct./Dec. 2020

Riaz Ali / Muhammad Kashif

collinearity among the constructs, the tolerance value 
must be higher than 0.20 and the VIF must be less than 
5 to avoid empirical bias (Hair, Sarstedt, Hopkins, & 
G. Kuppelwieser, 2014). The results revealed that our 
data are free from any collinearity issue as the values 
of the VIF test ranged from 1.157 to 1.833 (>0.20 and 
<5) for all the constructs.

4.4 Hypotheses testing

4.5 Direct and indirect effects

We employed the bootstrapping technique to 
assess the relationships (direct and mediating) among 
the constructs, using 5000 subsamples. This technique 
is perfectly suited to the PLS-SEM method (Hair et al., 
2016).

The beta value, standard error, t-statistics and 
p-values are used to assess the significance of the direct 
effects of the exogenous constructs on the endogenous 
constructs. According to Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt 
(2011), the critical t-values for a two-tailed test are: 
1.65 (significance level = 10 percent), 1.96 (significance 
level = 5 percent), and 2.58 (significance level = 1 percent). 

All the proposed hypotheses of direct paths are accepted 
based on the t-values (t >2.58, critical value) at the 1 
percent significance level, as presented in Table 4 below. 
This means that resonant leadership positively relates to 
compassion at work (β = 0.20, t = 3.84, p<0.01), thus 
supporting H1. The second hypothesis is also supported, 
which implies that workplace friendship positively 
relates to compassion at work (β = 0.30, t = 7.27, 
p<0.01). Similarly, a serving culture positively relates to 
compassion at work (β = 0.23, t = 4.47, p<0.01), thus 
supporting H3. Finally, compassion at work positively 
relates to normative commitment (β = 0.27, t = 5.84, 
p<0.01), supporting H4. These results are presented in 
Table 4 below:

Table 4 highlights that the relationship between 
resonant leadership and normative commitment is 
mediated by compassion at work (β = 0.05, t = 3.31, 
p<0.01), which supports H5. Similarly, the relationship 
between workplace friendship and normative commitment 
is mediated by compassion at work (β = 0.08, t = 4.55, 
p<0.01), thus supporting H6. Finally, the relationship 
between a serving culture and normative commitment 

Table 3.  
Discriminant Validity (Fornell-Larcker Criterion)

Constructs CAW NC RL SC WF
CAW 0.79
NC 0.51 0.73
RL 0.43 0.40 0.71
SC 0.47 0.46 0.62 0.71
WF 0.45 0.47 0.28 0.39 0.75

Table 4.  
Path Coefficients

Hypotheses Relationships β SD t-values p-values Decision
Direct Effects

H 1 RL  CAW 0.20 0.05 3.84 0.00** Supported

H 2 WF  CAW 0.30 0.04 7.27 0.00** Supported

H 3 SC  CAW 0.23 0.05 4.47 0.00** Supported

H 4 CAW  NC 0.27 0.05 5.84 0.00** Supported

Indirect Effects
H5 RL → CAW → NC 0.05 0.02 3.31 0.00** Supported
H6 WF → CAW → NC 0.08 0.02 4.55 0.00** Supported
H7 SC → CAW → NC 0.06 0.02 3.31 0.00** Supported

Note.** Significance at 1%
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is mediated by compassion at work (β = 0.06, t = 3.31, 
p<0.01), which supports H7.

4.6 Model fitness

A major part of structural model evaluations 
involves assessing coefficients of determination (R2). 
The threshold values of 0.25, 0.5 and 0.7 are often used 
to describe a weak, moderate and strong coefficient of 
determination (Hair et al., 2016). Figure 1 demonstrates 
that three constructs, resonant leadership, workplace 
friendship and serving culture, collectively explain 33.10% 
of the variance of the endogenous construct compassion 
at work. The overall R2 value is 0.331. Similarly, resonant 
leadership, workplace friendship and serving culture along 
with compassion at work are found to jointly explain 37.4% 
of the variance of the endogenous construct normative 
commitment. The overall R2 value is 0.374. These values 
represent the overall fitness of the model. The overall 
model fitness is assessed and presented in Figure 1 below:

The size of the effect (f2) of each independent 
variable on the R2 value of its dependent variable is also 
calculated. The effect size is usually presented as small, 
medium or large, based on the threshold values of 0.02, 
0.15, and 0.35 respectively (Hair et al., 2016). Finally, 
Stone-Geisser’s Q2 value is assessed to ensure the predictive 
relevance of the structural model, designed to evaluate the 
data points of items in a reflective measurement model 
(Hair et al., 2016). The threshold for predictive relevance 
should be Q2 > 0. Q2 values equal to 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 
predict weak, moderate and stronger degrees of predictive 
relevance of each effect. The Q2 values for compassion 
at work and normative commitment are 0.19 and 0.18, 
respectively. These values confirm the predictive relevance 
of our model.

5 Discussion

This study is unique in examining the role of resonant 
leadership, serving culture, and workplace friendship in 
collectively predicting organizational commitment through 
the mediating role of compassion at work. Compassion 
at work is important, yet its organizational predictors are 
barely examined in recently-published studies (Zulueta, 
2016). There are a few studies that discuss leadership 
style as a predictor of compassion at work, but its effect 
combined with other organizational variables is missing 
from contemporary studies (Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara 
& Viera-Armas, 2019). Affective commitment is studied 

extensively (Jang & Kandampully, 2018), while normative 
commitment is relatively ignored (McCormick & Donohue, 
2019). This is especially true in the case of the healthcare 
service context, where an obligation to stay can result in 
proactive behaviours among employees (Zulueta, 2016). 
In an era where service managers are seriously looking 
to channel organizational commitment (Sharma et al., 
2016), this study has pragmatic value for healthcare 
service providers.

All the direct as well as indirect relationships 
are statistically supported by the data, which has 
theoretical and practical implications. The relationship 
between resonant leadership and compassion at work is 
supported by the data, which can be explained by the 
fact that resonant leaders always notice the pain of their 
followers and respond accordingly (Spandler & Stickley, 
2011). Employees experience compassion at work in 
cases where the leaders demonstrate positive behaviours 
in the workplace (Koman & Wolff, 2008). Resonant 
leaders are emotionally strong and take practical steps to 
address the worries of their followers, which can result in 
arousing feelings of compassion at work. The results are in 
line with those of previous studies where perceptions of 
ethical leadership result in compassion among employees 
(Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara & Viera-Armas, 2019). This 
is how employees follow and learn from their supervisors 
or leaders.

The positive relationship between workplace 
friendship and compassion at work is statistically 
supported. This can be logically attributed to the role of 
friendly relationships at work, which form the basis for 
an instrumental and emotional support system for team 
members (Herman, Dasborough, & Ashkanasy, 2008). 
Close friends socialize, learn from each other during social 
interactions and try to understand each other’s worries, 
they feel empathy, and they love each other, which can 
easily lead to compassion at work. The results are in line 
with those of previous studies where friendship at work 
is found to contribute to positive work outcomes (Chao, 
2018), considering compassion as a positive outcome of 
friendship.

The relationship between a serving culture and 
compassion is statistically supported and our study is the 
first to link these organizational elements with normative 
commitment via the arousal of compassion at work. In a 
working culture of care and support, people express their 
inner feelings openly (Frost et al., 2006). This facilitates 
noticing, feeling and responding to the suffering of 
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others. This is how a serving culture fulfils the necessary 
condition to impart compassionate work experiences 
(Kanov et al., 2004). The culture has a trickle-down effect 
where justice leads to justice while aggression and abuse 
attract negative behaviours.

According to Mawritz et al. (2012), everything 
is learned and practiced accordingly. This is how we 
believe the relationship between a serving culture and 
compassion at work can be understood through Social 
Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977). The results are in 
line with those of previous studies where it is found 
that a serving culture helps organizations to establish 
a care-oriented work philosophy (Nowak, 2019). This 
is where we believe compassion, as a consequence of a 
serving culture, replicates the care-oriented philosophy 
in healthcare settings.

As a major finding of this study, the mediation 
of compassion is statistically supported. The mediation 
of compassion can be explained through Social Learning 
Theory (Bandura, 1977). Individuals learn from their 
leaders, friends, and sense care from the prevailing workplace 
culture, which can easily trigger feelings of compassion 

among them. The mediation results of our study are in 

line with recently published research where compassion 

at work is verified as a mediator that enriches and bridges 

the relationship between CSR and employee creativity 

(Hur et al., 2018). However, since the mediation of 

compassion is uniquely positioned between organizational 

elements and commitment, we explain it using logical 

arguments. Since leadership styles, workplace friendships 

and a serving culture are positively associated with positive 

work outcomes (Coetzee et al., 2019; Liden et al., 2014; 

Zoghbi-Manrique-de-Lara & Viera-Armas, 2019), we 

replicate these positive outcomes with compassion at work. 

Considering compassion as a feeling among employees, 

there are studies where leadership styles (Hu et al., 2018) 

and stronger work relationships (Methot et al., 2016) are 

found to trigger positivity at work. Hence, our findings 

are in line with these previously-published studies and 

the relationship between organizational variables and 

commitment via compassion can be understood.

Figure 1. The Measurement Model
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6 Managerial Implications

The results reveal that resonant leadership, a serving 
culture and workplace friendship evoke compassionate 
feelings, resulting in normative commitment among 
healthcare employees. Based on these results, there are 
managerial implications which might be useful for service 
managers in healthcare organizations. First, healthcare 
service managers should strive for an environment where 
a mindful leadership style is used to manage employees. 
This is because resonant leaders are emotionally strong and 
can instil a similar spirit among their followers (Boyatzis 
& McKee, 2013). This can help frontline staff to manage 
their emotions while performing service jobs in a high 
pressure healthcare setting. Second, managers need to 
ensure that their organization, or at least their unit, has a 
serving culture, which can trickle down and lead to positive 
attitudes at work (Mawritz et al., 2012). From a social 
learning perspective, when employees notice their peers 
and managers caring and helping others, this stimulates 
them to also demonstrate socially desirable behaviours, 
which is otherwise a challenging task (Zulueta, 2016). In 
a healthcare setting, when employees notice their peers 
caring for others (Laschinger et al., 2014) their in-role 
performance can be enhanced, thus making sure that 
a culture of care and love exists to drive compassion at 
work. Third, in order to ensure normative commitment, 
managers should work to arouse feelings of compassion 
among employees. They could seek help from the findings 
of this study to inculcate these feelings among frontliners. 
This can be done through a combination of leadership style, 
friendly relationships and also through the establishment 
of a culture of care and service.

7 Limitations and Future Research

The study has several limitations, which offer 
avenues for future research. First, theoretically, we only 
took into consideration resonant leadership as a leadership 
style to study compassion at work. Future researchers 
could consider other forms of leadership to examine how 
leadership behaviours can help management policy makers 
to ensure compassion at work. Second, we consider the 
positive role of friendship at work in this study. However, 
from a critical perspective, friendship at work can also 
affect healthcare service performance by distracting the 
attention of nurses and other frontline staff while serving 
patients. Future studies could examine this interesting area 

of inquiry by considering the dark side of friendship when 
providing healthcare services. Third, methodologically, 
the data are cross-sectional in nature and are collected 
from frontline employees only, although we took some 
statistical measures to ensure that common method bias is 
not a problem in this study. However, we still recommend 
that future researchers consider collecting data at different 
time intervals and from multiple sources, i.e. employees 
and their supervisors. Finally, the context of this study is 
limited to healthcare settings, which is a strength in itself, 
though future researchers could collect data from other 
different sectors to improve the generalizability of the 
findings. Compassionate feelings are important among 
other service providers working in day care centres and 
charity organizations.
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Appendix A - Research Questionnaire

Gender Age Job tenure What sector/industry do you 
work in?

o Male o 21 to 30 o Less than 1 year
o 31 to 40 o 1 to 5 years What is your job title/role?

o Female o 41 to 50 o 6 to 10 years
o More than 50 o More than  

10 years

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement.
Leadership Behaviour:

RL My Supervisor… Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
1 seeks feedback even when it is difficult to hear. 1 2 3 4 5
2 acts on their values even if it is at a personal cost. 1 2 3 4 5
3 focuses on successes rather than failures. 1 2 3 4 5
4 supports teamwork to achieve goals/outcomes. 1 2 3 4 5
5 calmly handles stressful situations. 1 2 3 4 5
6 actively listens, acknowledges, and then responds 

to requests and concerns.
1 2 3 4 5

7 actively mentors or coaches the performance of 
others.

1 2 3 4 5

8 effectively resolves conflicts that arise. 1 2 3 4 5
9 engages me in working towards a shared vision. 1 2 3 4 5

10 allows me the freedom to make important 
decisions in my work.

1 2 3 4 5

Serving Culture:

SC Managers and employees at my workplace…… Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
11 can say when something related to work is going 

wrong.
1 2 3 4 5

12 make employee career development a priority. 1 2 3 4 5
13 would seek help from others if they had a 

personal problem.
1 2 3 4 5

14 emphasize the importance of giving back to the 
community.

1 2 3 4 5

15 put others’ best interests ahead of their own. 1 2 3 4 5
16 give others the freedom to handle difficult 

situations in the way that they feel is best.
1 2 3 4 5

17 would NOT compromise on ethical principles in 
order to achieve success.

1 2 3 4 5

Workplace Friendship:

WF In my organization…… Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
18 I have formed strong friendships at work. 1 2 3 4 5
19 I socialize with coworkers outside the workplace. 1 2 3 4 5
20 I can confide in people at work. 1 2 3 4 5
21 I feel I can trust many coworkers a great deal.
22 being able to see my coworkers is the reason I 

look forward to my job.
1 2 3 4 5

23 I feel that someone I work with is a true friend. 1 2 3 4 5
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Compassion at Work:

CAW When you are in painful circumstances…… Never Rarely Sometimes Often Nearly all 
the time

24 how often do you experience compassion on the job? 1 2 3 4 5
25 how often do you experience compassion from your 

supervisor?
1 2 3 4 5

26 how often do you experience compassion from your 
coworkers?

1 2 3 4 5

Normative Commitment:

NC Normative Commitment Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
27 I feel an obligation to remain with my current 

employer.
1 2 3 4 5

28 Even if it were to my advantage, I do not feel it would 
be right to leave my organization now.

1 2 3 4 5

29 I would feel guilty if I left my organization now. 1 2 3 4 5
30 This organization deserves my loyalty. 1 2 3 4 5
31 I would not leave my organization right now because 

I have a sense of obligation to the people in it.
1 2 3 4 5

32 I owe a great deal to my organization. 1 2 3 4 5
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