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Abstract
We investigate how servant leadership promotes team contextual ambidexterity via team
behavioral integration from a conservation of resources theory perspective, and how such an
indirect effect is conditional on two boundary conditions: the “climate strength” of servant
leadership and of team behavioral integration. By climate strength we refer to the degree of
agreement or consensus among team members regarding those two constructs. Findings from
a field study and an experiment indicate that (a) servant leaders foster team contextual
ambidexterity by cultivating a supportive context of team behavioral integration, and (b) this
indirect effect is amplified when within-team agreement (i.e., the climate strength of servant
leadership and team behavioral integration) is higher. We contribute to identifying the micro-
foundations of organizational ambidexterity at the team level and exploring why, how and
when servant leadership influences such team outcomes. Furthermore, drawing on both
conceptual work and empirical evidence, we emphasize the underexplored role of “climate
strength” in shaping team contextual ambidexterity through its underlying mechanisms.
Keywords: servant leadership; team contextual ambidexterity; team behavioral integration;
climate strength of servant leadership; climate strength of team behavioral integration;
conservation of resources theory
JEL Classification = L29 (Industrial Organization / Firm Objectives, Organization and

Behavior / Other)



Introduction

Organizational ambidexterity theory is grounded in the notion that exploitation and exploration
are contradictory forces that organizations need to simultaneously pursue to enjoy long-term
performance (Junni et al. 2013; O'Reilly and Tushman 2013; Raisch and Birkinshaw 2008;
Saleh et al. 2023). The challenge is paradoxical in that it is characterized by a persistent and
interdependent yet contradictory tension (Cunha et al. 2023): instead of choosing between
exploration or exploitation, organizations are urged to simultaneously embrace both
exploration and exploitation (Raisch et al. 2009; Smith and Lewis 2011). Implementing a
structural ambidexterity architecture, where some teams explore and others exploit, may,
however, be problematic in that it brings higher coordination costs and makes integration
across different teams more difficult (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; Lubatkin et al. 2006;
Raisch et al. 2009). Therefore, some organizations are adopting contextual ambidexterity
capacity, i.e., an integrated approach aimed at ensuring that both exploitation and exploration
activities are mobilized, integrated, and applied synergistically within organizational teams
(Andriopoulos and Lewis 2009; Knight and Cuganesan 2020; Stoiber et al. 2023).

To address this challenge, a design could be adopted within each team, with some team
members exploring and others exploiting. Such a differentiation (i.e., team structural
ambidexterity) reinforces specialization within the team and may reduce team members’ ability
to act ambidextrously outside the boundaries of their particular jobs (Mom et al. 2009).
Differentiation makes integration between team members more difficult, which is particularly
problematic when opportunities in the environment are both uncertain and numerous
(Ossenbrink et al. 2019). Moreover, most teams lack resources and minimum scale economies
to make differentiation worthwhile (Csaszar 2013; Fourné et al. 2019). Therefore, fostering

team contextual ambidexterity (contextual “because it arises from features of the organizational



context”, as Gibson and Bikinshaw 2004, p. 209 noted'), with all team members contributing
to team contextual ambidexterity, is more suitable (Fourné et al. 2019; Gibson and Bikinshaw
2004; Stoiber et al. 2023). By simultaneously embracing both exploration and exploitation,
teams are more able to remain aligned while staying adaptable. Alignment refers to consistency
between all the patterns of team activities, requiring that team members work together toward
the same goals. Adaptability refers to the team members’ capacity to rearrange and adjust
activities quickly, thus being able to meet changing demands that emerge from the team’s
internal and external environment.

We therefore conceptualize team contextual ambidexterity as a collective team
phenomenon, rather than the simple sum, or average, of the individual ambidextrous
capabilities of its members, reflecting the fact that individual ambidexterity and team
contextual ambidexterity are not isomorphic. For example, the lack of an appropriate
supportive team context may hinder highly ambidextrous team members from operating as an
ambidextrous team. Therefore, although we recognize that different members may have
different capabilities to exploit and to explore, we consider that an appropriate supportive team
context allows all members contributing, through behavioral integration, to team contextual
ambidexterity.

Investigating the factors that make teams able to express such contextual ambidexterity
is thus a valuable endeavor. However, most research on ambidexterity has traditionally been
conducted at the organizational level, and there is a paucity of research investigating team-
level ambidexterity and its antecedents (A¢ikgdz et al. 2021; Dean 2022; Han et al. 2022;
Jansen et al. 2016; Saleth et al. 2023; Wang et al. 2023). In this paper, we posit that achieving

team contextual ambidexterity requires teams to possess social resources — properties arising

! Therefore, contextual ambidexterity differs from structural ambidexterity in that while the latter emerges from
an architecture in which some units focus on alignment and others on adaptability, the former is the capacity to
simultaneously demonstrate adaptability and alignment across an entire unit (Gibson and Bikinshaw 2004).



from interpersonal dynamics among members that support goal achievement (Hobfoll et al.,
2018; Rodriguez-Sanchez et al., 2017; Stoverink et al., 2018). We focus on a specific social
resource — team behavioral integration (TBI), defined as the degree to which the team “engages
in mutual and collaborative interaction” (Hambrick 1994, p. 188). We posit that this resource
is fostered and sustained by servant leadership, whose principles emphasize addressing the
needs of others, including those of team members, and how the organization's mission benefits
the whole (Kashyap & Rangnekar, 2016; Liden et al. 2008, 2014; Usman et al. 2024; Van
Dierendonck 2011). We suggest that under leaders who demonstrate servant leadership, teams
cultivate a supportive context marked by robust TBI. This team resource helps develop
ambidextrous behavioral capabilities in pursuing team goals (Usman et al. 2024).

To substantiate our reasoning, we first draw upon the theory of contextual ambidexterity
(Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004, p. 223) and posit that leaders can foster team contextual
ambidexterity by “helping to establish a supportive context” (hence the contextual nature of
that form of ambidexterity, as mentioned above) that enables the team to embrace both
exploration and exploitation and thus remaining aligned while staying adaptable. Second,
following Usman et al. (2024), we draw on the conservation of resources (COR) theory
(Halbesleben et al. 2014; Hobfoll et al. 2018) to posit that servant leadership fosters the social
resource of TBI that operates as a supportive context and thus helps creating team contextual
ambidexterity. A supportive context, reflected in TBI, serves as a key mechanism through
which servant leadership fosters team contextual ambidexterity. While other facets of the
supportive context (e.g., a common culture and vision, a decentralized structure, Gibson and
Birkinshaw 2004; Tushman and O'Reilly III 1996) may also contribute, we emphasize that TBI
plays a central role that warrants further investigation. Studying TBI as an antecedent to team

contextual ambidexterity is fundamental because it reveals how teams transform latent social



resources into a dynamic baseline capable of balancing alignment and adaptability
simultaneously, without depleting team collective cognitive and emotional reserves.

We choose servant leadership over other leadership approaches as the antecedent of team
contextual ambidexterity via TBI because, as Usman et al. (2024) observed, compared to other
leadership styles (such as ethical, authentic, and transformational leadership), servant
leadership more effectively enhances organizational members’ abilities that boost
ambidexterity within organizations. Moreover, unlike other approaches (including
empowering, humble, and paradoxical leadership), servant leaders explicitly expect followers
to serve others by instilling a service-oriented mindset (Eva et al. 2019). This service
orientation, as expressed by servant leaders and between followers, invites TBI’s collaborative
behaviors of sharing information, helping each other and joint decision-making (Hambrick
1994) in support of serving customers and other stakeholders. As employees’ social and
belonging needs are met, organizational social capital increases, safeguarding the team’s social
resources, which are crucial for helping the team to carry out ambidexterity efforts (Jia et al.
2024; Keller and Weibler 2015; Wang et al. 2021).

We therefore consider that the service orientation of servant leadership enhances TBI,
making the team more able to synchronize several teams’ social and task processes (Lubatkin
et al. 2006; Y. Zhang et al. 2015). As a result of enhanced TBI, team members are better able
to navigate the challenging and contradictory processes that underpin team contextual
ambidexterity. In brief, servant leadership strengthens the social resource of TBI, enabling
teams to build the behavioral capacity for collective contextual ambidexterity (Fig. 1).

Figure 1 about here

We also consider that such a mediated relationship is conditional on two boundary

conditions: the climate strength of both servant leadership and TBI. By “climate strength,”

(from here on also referred to as “strength”) we mean the consistency of perceptions across



team members regarding the leader and the team — the greater the consistency (i.e., the lower
the within-team variability), the stronger the climate. Whereas climate /evel reflects the average
of team members’ perceptions, climate strength captures the degree of within-team agreement
in those perceptions. Henceforth, when we refer to “servant leadership” and “TBI”, we mean
the level of these climates; we use the prefix “strength of” to denote the strength of these
climates. Our reasoning is based mainly on the theory of team climate and climate strength
(Lee and Dalal 2016; Perrigino et al. 2021; Schneider et al. 2002, 2026), and on the notion that
team leadership is a facet of team climate (Rego et al. 2017). While servant leadership and TBI
represent shared perceptions among team members about the leader and the team, research on
team climate also shows that some degree of variability (captured by the “climate strength”
construct) can still exist. Lower variability indicates a stronger climate. Climate strength theory
posits that a strong (or weak) climate enhances (or diminishes) the impact of the climate level
on outcome (Lee and Dalal 2016; Meyer et al. 2010; Schneider et al. 2026). Drawing upon this
reasoning, we hypothesize that the positive relationship between servant leadership and TBI,
and between TBI and team contextual ambidexterity, is stronger when the strengths of
respectively, servant leadership and TBI are higher.

Our paper makes three main contributions. First, as organizations rely more on team
contextual ambidexterity, it is crucial to examine its micro-foundations (Mueller et al. 2020;
Tarba et al. 2020; Venugopal et al. 2020). We do this by investigating the antecedents,
mechanisms, and boundary conditions of team contextual ambidexterity. Second, while Gibson
and Birkinshaw (2004) suggested that contextual ambidexterity requires leaders to create a
supportive environment, they did not explore the specific team behavioral pattern that mediates
the relationship between leader behavior and team contextual ambidexterity. We provide
theoretical reasoning and empirical evidence indicating that TBI is a team behavioral pattern

that helps servant leadership develop team contextual ambidexterity more effectively. Third,



researchers of servant leadership and TBI tend to assume, at least implicitly, that if the
aggregation indices are satisfactory, the mean score for each team is a valid description of the
team reality. As shown in this paper, this perspective is incomplete, because climate strength
serves as an important boundary condition for understanding both the antecedents and
mechanisms of team contextual ambidexterity, as well as the outcomes of servant leadership.
Theory and hypotheses
Servant leadership and TBI
Servant leadership is “an (1) other-oriented approach to leadership (2) manifested through one-
on-one prioritizing of follower individual needs and interests, (3) and outward reorienting of
their concern for self towards concern for others within the organization and the larger
community” (Eva et al. 2019, p. 114). While the construct has been operationalized in different
ways, this study adopts the four-dimensional framework (Sousa and Van Dierendonck 2016)
that represents the short version of the Servant Leadership Survey (Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten 2011). That framework includes four dimensions (humility, empowerment,
stewardship, and accountability) that, together, build TBI and, indirectly, team contextual
ambidexterity (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004).

Humility involves recognizing one's limitations and valuing others' input, putting one’s
achievements in perspective (Patterson 2003), admitting mistakes and fallibility (Morris 2005)
thus fostering within-team trust and other components of team social capital such as team
psychological safety (Kelemen et al., 2023; Rego et al. 2021; Van Dierendonck 2011).
Empowerment entails building followers' confidence and independence through delegation
(Conger and Kanungo 1988), further instilling trust and perceived support among team
members (Hashemi et al. 2025). Stewardship means prioritizing organizational and stakeholder
well-being in the long-term. It is about holding a space and instilling a sense of purpose (Block

1993), prioritizing others' growth and the organization's legacy, beyond personal gain



(Patterson 2003). Finally, accountability involves providing direction and setting clear ethical
expectations and fair responsibility (Van Dierendonck 2011).

These components of servant leadership translate into TBI (and, indirectly, team
contextual ambidexterity, as discussed below), which refers to team members engagement in
interactive and reinforcing behaviors that foster collaborative behavior, information exchange,
and joint decision-making (Hambrick 1994; Simsek et al., 2005). By acting as a steward of
team members’ needs, careers and well-being, the team goals, and the broader community (Eva
et al. 2019; Hunter et al. 2013; Liden et al. 2014), a servant leader fosters a shared sense of
purpose and community within the team that motivates team members to cooperate in pursuit
of meaningful team goals (Hunter et al. 2013; Michel et al. 2025; Ruiz-Palomino et al. 2023).
This drives team members to participate proactively and coordinately in collaborative decision-
making, and encourages them to exchange ideas, information and knowledge, and to contribute
diverse points of view to dealing with more complex challenges.

The empowerment stance of servant leadership leverages this cooperative and shared
decision-making process. It empowers the team by (a) providing the information team members
need to pursue team goals, (b) encouraging them to use their capacities and coming up with
ideas and suggestions, (¢) giving them authority to make decisions, (d) enabling them to solve
problems by themselves, and (e) offering them opportunities to learn and grow. These
behaviors not only encourage cooperation and information exchange (through, e.g., social
learning and role modelling; Morgenroth et al. 2015; and social information processing:
Salancik and Pfeffer 1978); they also enhance the team's capacity to pursue a more effective
joint decision-making process.

The empowering approach of servant leadership is strengthened by humility. A humble
leader conveys respect for team members’ ideas and contributions, is open to their criticisms,

and listens to others with different views and opinions (Owens et al. 2013; Silard et al. 2025),



enhancing empowerment (Chandler et al. 2023; Kelemen et al. 2023). Humility also promotes
other processes that enhance the team’s sense of wholeness and unity of effort. For example,
through role modelling, a humble leader encourages team members to view each other
appreciatively, to acknowledge others’ opinions and contributions, and to be open to new
information and ideas. Team members are thus more likely to exchange information and be
cooperative. By recognizing each other’s strengths and contributions, team members also
develop team confidence and reinforce the sense of teamness (Carmeli and Halevi 2009).
Overall, humble leaders “unify” team members’ behaviors, “which then produces a team
culture or shared goal that reflects that behavior” (Owens and Hekman 2016, p. 1090).

Finally, as the servant leader holds team members accountable for their actions, team
members will more likely (a) prioritize actions that are genuinely beneficial for the team, the
organization and other stakeholders, (b) commit and persevere when they face roadblocks that
might obstruct pursuing team goals, (c) be more accurate when sharing information and
knowledge, (d) put more effort in anticipating other team members’ needs, effectively
coordinating their work with others, (e) adopt an helpful stance toward others, and (f) be
trustful, thus sustaining and enhancing the team social and psychological capital. All four
components of servant leadership work in concert (which explains why servant leadership is
modeled as a second-order construct built upon the four first-order factors/dimensions) to foster
TBI. Hence:

H1. Servant leadership is positively associated with TBI.
TBI and team contextual ambidexterity: a COR theory perspective
As stated, TBI is an important resource that activates the team’s ambidextrous capability,
enabling them to navigate complex environmental demands in the team’s environment. At the
same time, impasses, deadlocks, tensions, and paradoxes that emerge from those same demands

may create cognitive and emotional overload in team members, thereby depleting team



resources (Jia et al. 2024; Keller and Weibler 2015; Tuan 2022; Usman et al. 2023; Wang et
al. 2021). Consequently, team members strive to acquire, invest in, retain, and protect resources
that enable them to continue responding effectively to these challenging and stressful requests
(Hobfoll et al. 2018). Resources are defined as anything perceived by individuals and
collectives to help attain their goals (Halbesleben et al. 2014), and what matters most is the fit
between the resource and the idiosyncrasies of the challenge (Halbesleben et al. 2014;
Stoverink et al. 2020). Considering that team contextual ambidexterity requires team contextual
resources embedded in the social system (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004), this paper focuses on
team social resources, defined as “aspects of team functioning that emerge from interpersonal
dynamics between team members and from which teams can benefit in terms of overall
performance and behavioral action” (Rodriguez-Sanchez et al. 2017, p. 526; see also Stoverink
et al. 2018).

TBI, as built by servant leaders, is a team social resource that makes the team more
effective in understanding and managing tensions and contradictions, which translates into a
shared capacity for both alignment and adaptability, i.e., team contextual ambidexterity
(Lubatkin et al. 2006; Venugopal et al. 2020). In behaviorally integrated teams, members are
more able to identify, process, and leverage all available knowledge, information and other
resources (e.g., socio-emotional support) existing in the team, ensuring that these resources are
shared in a timely manner to respond to team members’ needs and team goals (Halevi et al.
2015). Such a resource repertoire emerges from recursive push-pull effects that make team
members more responsive to others’ needs (Tekleab et al. 2016). Push effects emerge because
behaviorally integrated teams develop shared mental models (Chen and Zhang 2021) that allow
the team to anticipate members’ needs and provide them with relevant resources. Pull effects
emerge as team members are more motivated to ask for others’ resources (e.g., help), trusting

that they will be responsive.



During this reciprocal flow, which includes mutual absorption of knowledge and
experiences (Wang et al. 2023), resources are developed to better correspond to team members’
needs, including those associated with alignment and adaptive activities. Such a process,
embodied in norms of constructive conflict (Jansen et al. 2016; Tekleab et al. 2016), allows for
scrutinizing the pros and cons of alternative courses of action, as well as adopting diverse lenses
to analyze the roots of problems and opportunities (Evans and Butler 2011; Venugopal et al.
2020). This contributes to informed and more effective joint decisions that integrate various
perspectives (Liu et al. 2015; Wang et al. 2023). The cognitive arsenal emerging from those
processes helps the team to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the complex
nature of both the internal and external team environment, and to handle contradictions and
uncertainty more constructively, thus enabling team contextual ambidexterity (Halevi et al.
2015; Lubatkin et al. 2006). In other words, TBI fosters the cognition (Smith and Tushman
2005) necessary to detect when contradictions are paradoxical — i.e. interdependent and
persistent over time (Schad et al. 2016; Smith and Lewis 2011) — and to approach them as a
generative source of progress (Cunha et al. 2023) via ambidextrous behavior.

TBI not only enriches the team’s behavioral repertoire, but also its ability to recognize
and articulate distinctions in the environment (e.g., between existing practices and those needed
to face future challenges), to connect those distinctions in an integrated way (e.g., exploring
innovative ways to perform team tasks, without damaging the current efficient ways of
working), and to select the most appropriate team behaviors for the situation (Carmeli and
Halevi 2009; Smith and Tushman 2005). In such a context, team members understand the need
to be adaptive without neglecting the value of being both intra-aligned (i.e., within the team)
and aligned with the organization's demands (Gibson and Birkinshaw 2004; Uhl-Bien and
Arena 2018), including those that involve adaptive activities aimed at responding to changes

in the team environment. Such an adaptive process is leveraged by the fact that behaviorally



integrated teams are less reluctant to change, more flexible and open to novelty, and more
motivated to move quickly towards new opportunities and challenges (Birkinshaw and Gibson
2004; Hambrick 1994; Uhl-Bien and Arena 2018).

A behaviorally integrated team is also better equipped to leverage the ambidextrous
capability of specific team members who are particularly skilled in dealing with unique tasks.
TBI facilitates distributing ambidextrous challenges according to the capacities and resources
each member demonstrates toward a specific challenge (Venugopal et al. 2020). Such a
distribution can be efficient because the transactive memory of a behavioral integrated team
(Chen and Zhang 2021; Liu et al. 2015) allows team members to know the skills, competencies
and expertise of each member, as well as to anticipate possible internal arrangements aimed at
dealing with particular challenges.

The team’s wholeness and unity of effort, as enhanced by a servant leader, also helps the
team to safeguard against resource depletion, thus sustaining the team’s ambidexterity capacity
(Hobfoll et al. 2018; Usman et al. 2024). For example, TBI helps to alleviate the negative
consequences (e.g., exhaustion and dissatisfaction) that team members experience when
dealing with ambidexterity challenges (Tarba et al. 2020) because behaviorally integrated
teams are more self-confident (e.g., Carmeli et al. 2011; Liu et al. 2015) and resilient (e.g.,
Chen and Zhang 2021). When facing conflicting demands for alignment and adaptability,
confident teams can recognize and act upon learning opportunities, cope with divergent
perspectives, and persevere toward team goals by resolving potential challenges and
interdependent contradictions (Jansen et al. 2016; Smith and Tushman 2005). Such a confident
approach is leveraged by team resilience, a collective adaptive capacity also developed in
behaviorally integrated teams (Chen and Zhang 2021). As observed by Chen and Zhang (2021,
p. 794), TBI “provides a psychological condition that is conducive to forming resilience-

efficacious beliefs” (p. 794). Team members of behaviorally integrated teams “work together



to generate and convert resources that are conducive to resilience building, including an open
mind to changes and an expanded knowledge base” (pp. 775-776) that builds both alignment
and adaptive capacities. Hence:

H2. TBI is positively associated with team contextual ambidexterity.

These arguments also suggest that servant leaders build TBI as a team contextual/social
resource (H1) that develops the team contextual ambidexterity capacity (H2). Hence:

H3. Servant leadership is positively associated with team contextual ambidexterity via

TBI.

We next discuss how such a mediated relationship is moderated by the strength of servant
leadership and the strength of TBI.
Climate strength of servant leadership and TBI as moderators
Research on team climate and climate strength (Perrigino et al. 2021; Schneider et al. 2002
2026) suggests that, while team members develop shared perceptions about the team and team
leader, some degree of variability may be found within teams, arising from different factors.
First, as suggested by research on differentiated leadership, most leadership behaviors
(including humility, a component of servant leadership; Rego et al. 2021; Rego et al. 2017)
involve some level of differentiation among team members (Rego, Yam et al. 2019; Wu et al.
2010; XA Zhang et al. 2015). Leader-member exchange evidence (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien
1995; Henderson et al. 2009; Schriesheim et al. 1999) also suggests that leaders do not behave
toward all team members always in the same way. There is no reason to suppose that servant
leaders are “immune” to such variability. Second, even if servant leaders make efforts to
behave equally and consistently with all team members, these have unique attentional processes
and epistemic motivations that lead to different perceptions and interpretations of the leader’s
servant leadership approach (Barsade 2002; De Dreu et al. 2008; Van Kleef et al. 2009; Van

Knippenberg and Van Kleef 2016). Third, because of differences in roles, personalities and



specific patterns of interdependence, members have distinct experiences and interactions
within the team and with the leader.

Considering that TBI is a component of team climate and team leadership may also be
considered a facet of team climate (Rego et al. 2017), we resort to research on climate strength
theory (Gonzalez-Roma et al. 2002 2009; Perrigino et al. 2021; Schneider et al. 2002, 2026) to
suggest that the relationship between servant leadership and TBI, and between TBI and team
contextual ambidexterity, is moderated, respectively, by the strength of servant leadership and
the strength of TBI®. Specifically, drawing upon climate strength theory which suggests that a
strong (weak) climate reinforces (attenuates) climate-outcomes relationship (Schneider et al.
2026), we suggest that the relationship between servant leadership and TBI, and between TBI
and team contextual ambidexterity, is stronger (vs. weaker) when the strength of those climates
is higher (vs. lower).

A possible explanation is that consistent perceptions of servant leadership and TBI across
team members (i.e., high strength of the two climates) equip team members with more precise
and more consistent information about the leader and the team (Lee and Dalal 2016; Meyer et
al. 2010; Schneider et al. 2026). As advanced by the Emotions as Social Information (EASI)
model, individuals “turn to each other’s emotional expressions to make sense of ambiguous
(social) situations and that such disambiguating information can be gleaned from verbal as well
as nonverbal expressions” (Van Kleef et al. 2015, p. 1137). Therefore, team members do not

resort only to their own direct experiences with, and interpretations about, the leader and the

2 The theory of personality strength (defined as “the forcefulness of implicit or explicit internal cues regarding the
desirability of potential behaviors™; Dalal et al. 2015, p. 263) also supports considering the strength of servant
leadership as a moderator. Conceptually, leaders with a strong (vs. weak) personality behave consistently (vs.
inconsistently) across people and are significantly ‘immune’ to (vs. influenced by) the variability of the situation.
Therefore, consistent expressions of servant provide team members with more robust and clearer information
about the leader’s true servant approach. At the measurement level, (in)consistent perceptions across team
members indicate that the mean score (i.e., the average of perceived servant leadership) is a more (less) reliable
measure of the leader’s servant stance (Rego et al. 2017; Schneider et al. 2026). Both arguments support the
relationship between servant leadership and TBI is stronger (weaker) when the strength of servant leadership is
high (low) (see, e.g., Rego et al. 2021; Rego et al. 2017; Rego, Yam et al. 2019).



team, but they also pay attention to the interactions and experiences of other team members
and react accordingly (Li et al. 2015; Rego, Owens et al. 2019; Wu et al. 2010). The
“disambiguating” process is made easier when the two aforementioned facets of team climate
are stronger. Inconsistencies may lead team members to form ambiguous interpretations about
the servant stance of the team leaders and TBI, and this may weaken the effects of the two
facets of team climate on team outcomes. For example, when servant leadership is enacted
inconsistently across team members, followers are likely to interpret these behaviors as
responses to contextual demands rather than as reflections of the leader’s true character, which
in turn attenuates the leader’s beneficial impact (Gonzalez-Roma et al. 2002; Schneider et al.
2002; Zohar and Luria 2004). A second, complementary explanation is that a high climate
strength provides a more reliable mean score of the level of servant leadership and TBI and,
therefore, greater validity in predicting the team’s attitudes and behaviors (Schneider et al.
2026). Hence our next two hypotheses:

H4. The climate strength of servant leadership moderates the positive relationship

between servant leadership and TBI, the relationship being stronger (weaker) when the

strength of servant leadership is higher (lower).

HS. The climate strength of TBI moderates the positive relationship between the level of

TBI and team contextual ambidexterity, the relationship being stronger (weaker) when

the strength of TBI is higher (lower).

From our reasoning for H3, H4 and H5, we derive the hypothesis of a mediated
moderated relationship between servant leadership and team contextual ambidexterity, as
follows:

H6. The positive relationship between servant leadership and team contextual

ambidexterity via TBI is conditional on the climate strength of servant leadership and



TBI, the relationship being stronger (weaker) when the strength of servant leadership and

TBI is higher (lower).
3. Studies overview
We tested our model in two studies. The first is a field study involving 119 call center teams.
Considering the correlational nature of Study 1, and the need to prevent endogeneity and
support causality, we carried out a vignette-based experiment (Study 2) with 85 teams. In both
studies, we used different subsamples within each team to measure different variables and thus
reduce risks of common method variance (details below). A 7-point Likert scale was used to
measure the main variables of our model, except for servant leadership in Study 2, which was
manipulated.

Study 1

Study 1 methods
Sample and procedures. Before proceeding, it is important to clarify three interrelated reasons
that make call centers suitable contexts for studying team contextual ambidexterity. First,
customers expect not only quick, standardized and efficient responses (i.e., exploitation), but
also customized and evolving ones (i.e., exploration). Second, while call centers rely on
standardized procedures and scripts (i.e., exploitation), they also need to test and iterate new
approaches, and adopt/adapt new technologies (e.g., Al) to meet customers’ demands. Third,
call centers may be characterized by a significant level of interdependence (Chen et al. 2011;
Tjosvold et al. 2014; Workman and Bommer 2004; Xu et al. 2022), in several ways. Team
members rely on others to resolve complex issues, an example being “call escalation”, a
process of transferring a customer's (more challenging) call to a more experienced or
specialized team member. Team members also depend on shared resources and information

(e.g., databases, scripts, and CRM systems), for which they contribute (e.g., updating cases),



to carry out their own work effectively. In 24/7 centers, individuals also rely on colleagues
from earlier shifts to document interactions properly.

Study 1 therefore included teams operating in 15 call centers dealing with different
customers (n = 159 teams) located in the European Union and run by a single operator. After
getting permission from the CEO and leaders of those call centers, we have sent an online
survey to all team members (agents) of all teams, who anonymously reported their perceptions
of servant leadership (of the team supervisor), TBI, and team contextual ambidexterity.
Respondents identified the respective team through a code unknown from the researchers.
Permission to collect data was given on condition the survey would be kept short, which
explains why further variables, such as other leadership styles, were not included as controls.
From the initial sample of 159 teams, we considered 119 (mean size: 26.01 employees, SD:
8.73; n =119 supervisors, 52.1% males; n = 1028 team members, 32.3% males) after selecting
teams with at least six respondents. Such a “procedural remedy” (Podsakoff et al. 2024) was
adopted to measure servant leadership, TBI and team contextual ambidexterity with data from
different team members within each team and thus deal with the risks of common method bias
(CMB; developments below). Podsakoff et al. (2024, p. 18) noted that “obtaining measures of
the focal variables from different sources is an effective remedy to the effects of CMB”.
Respondents’ mean age was 32.72 years (SD: 9.04°), and 34.43% had a degree. Respondents
per team ranged between 6 (27 teams), 7 to 9 (56) and 10 or more (36).

Measures. Regarding servant leadership, while the construct has been operationalized in
different ways, this study adopts the four-dimensional framework proposed by Sousa and Van
Dierendonck (2016), which is based on the Servant Leadership Survey (Van Dierendonck &

Nuijten, 2011). The instrument includes four components/factors: empowerment (7 items),

3 This value represents individual data, while the one of Table 1 represents the data aggregated at the team/leader
level.



accountability (3), humility (5), and stewardship (3). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA;
maximum likelihood estimation; aggregated data) indicates that the second-order four-factor
model provides a modest fit (e.g., ¥*131= 307.84; RMSEA: .10; RMR: .04; SRMR: .09; GFI:
.80; CFI and IFI: .92). Fit indices increase significantly ()?se = 157.49; RMSEA: .08; RMR:
.02; SRMR: .04; GFI: .86; CFI and IFI: .96) after removing two items measuring empowerment
(“My team manager offers me abundant opportunities to learn new skills”; “My team manager
enables me to solve problems myself instead of just telling me what to do”) and another
measuring accountability (“My team manager holds me and my colleagues responsible for the
way we handle a job”). Despite the statistical improvement of the abbreviated model, we
elected to retain the 18 original items of the measure for two primary reasons. First, while the
initial baseline model’s absolute fit was modest (i.e., RMSEA exceeded .08), other fit indices
were satisfactory (both CFI and IFI are higher than .90 and RMR is .04). Second, the
substantive conclusions and structural relationships in our hypothesized model remained
virtually identical whether using the full or the reduced scale. Retaining the complete scale
preserves the content validity of the original instrument. Consequently, servant leadership was
modelled as a second-order construct specified by the four first-order latent dimensions.

TBI was measured through nine items from Simsek et al. (2005) measuring three
dimensions: (1) collective behavior, (2) information exchange, and (3) joint decision-making.
Team members were asked to describe the team, not themselves individually (e.g., “Team
members are willing to help each other complete jobs and meet deadlines”). CFA (aggregated
data) shows that the second-order three-factors model (o = .87) fits the data well (y?*24)=23.77,
RMSEA: .01; RMR: .01; SRMR: .02; GFL: .96; CFI and IFL: .99). Team contextual
ambidexterity was measured through six items from Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) (e.g. “The
management systems in this team are sufficiently flexible to allow us to respond quickly to

changes in our markets”), while asking participants to focus on the processes, structure,



regulations, evaluation, tools, and procedures of their team when answering. Three items
measure alignment (o = .71), and the other three measure adaptability (a = 0.78). Assuming
that ambidexterity is best captured by the interaction of the two capacities (Gibson and
Birkinshaw 2004), we multiplied the two scores, representing team combined ambidexterity
(Mihalache et al. 2014; Venugopal et al. 2020).

To measure the strength of servant leadership and TBI, we followed LeBreton and Senter
(2008) and other authors (Rego et al. 2017; Schneider et al. 2002) who suggest that standard
deviation (SD) is more appropriate than alternative measures (such asryg or average
deviation). We calculated the SD of servant leadership and TBI within each team (data from
all participants in each team were considered*). We then reversed the SD scores by subtracting
each team’s SD from the highest SD observed across teams®, so that higher scores represented
greater consensus strength.

Control variables. Team size was controlled as it can affect the interactions between the
leader and team members, as well as TBI (Lubatkin et al. 2006; Simsek et al. 2005) and team
contextual ambidexterity (Dean 2022; Jansen et al. 2016; Li et al. 2018). The percentage of
members with a degree was included, as education may affect the domain-relevant expertise
that is important for dealing with work demands and thus influence team contextual
ambidexterity (Chen et al. 2021; Mathieu et al. 2008). Demographic homogeneity based on
age, education, and gender was controlled because diversity may affect TBI (Simsek et al.
2005) and team contextual ambidexterity (Garcia-Granero et al. 2018; Li 2016; Li et al. 2018).

Demographic homogeneity was calculated in three steps. First, within-team diversity was

4 Common method variance inflates correlations between variables, and climate strength is based on variance, not
mean level. Therefore, sample-splitting within the team to calculate the climate strength would (a) not solve
common method variance, (b) reduce validity of the dispersion estimate and (c) harm statistical power.

5> All Z-scores for the team standard deviations fell below the 3.29 threshold recommended by Tabachnick and
Fidell (2013). For servant leadership, all Z-scores except one were < 2.5, while for TBI, all except two fell below
this same mark. Therefore, outliers are not a concern for the calculation of the two climate strength measures and
the test of the indirect conditional effects.



calculated for each variable — using the standard deviation for age, and the Blau index for
gender and education — and the resulting scores were subsequently standardized. Second, these
standardized scores were summed to represent an overall index of demographic heterogeneity.
Third, each team’s demographic homogeneity was obtained by subtracting its heterogeneity
score from the maximum heterogeneity score observed across all teams. Leader’s gender was
included because various servant leadership behaviors are considered ‘feminine’ traits, and
thus leader’s gender may affect how team members perceive and respond to the leader’s servant
behaviors (Eagly and Karau 2002; Hogue 2016). Average team age was controlled as humility
(a component of servant leadership) may be valued more by older people (Tangney 2000).
Aggregating data. Aggregation indices for servant leadership, TBI, alignment, and
adaptability were computed with data from all participants in each team. Significant
aggregation indices indicate that (a) respondents of each team have consistent perceptions
about the team/leader “properties”, and (b) the ratings from the subsample of team respondents
used to measure each variable are valid while being less susceptible to CMB (see below).
ICC(1) values are .17, .13, .09, and .15, respectively, for servant leadership, TBI, alignment,
and adaptability, thus exceeding the cutoff of .05. ICC(2) values are .64, .56, .47 and .61,
respectively. The means of . values (uniform distribution) are .78 (servant leadership), .76
(TBI), .63 (alignment), and .68 (adaptability), all being strong (higher than .70) or moderately
strong (LeBreton and Senter 2008). Although the ICC(2) scores for TBI and alignment are
below the cutoff of .60, they do not prevent aggregation. A low ICC(2) merely reduces
statistical power and does not impede aggregation if it is theoretically justified and ryy is high.
Discriminant validity and common method bias. CFA tested if the (aggregated) data
represented different constructs. Four indicators for servant leadership (corresponding to the
four dimensions), three indicators for team TBI (the three corresponding dimensions), three

items for team alignment, and three items for team adaptation were considered. Several fit



indices of the four-factor model are reasonably satisfactory (e.g., ¥*s2)= 140.72; RMSEA: .10;
RMR: .08; SRMR: .08; GFI: .85; CFI and IFI: .90). This model differs significantly from (a) a
three-factor model merging servant leadership and TBI (Ay*3)= 141.41; p <.001), (b) a two-
factor model merging TBI and the two components of team contextual ambidexterity (Ay*s)=
269.85; p <.001), and (c) the single-factor model (Ay*e6) = 431.47; p <.001).

As all data were collected from the same source (i.e., team members) at a single point in
time, the four-factor model was compared with a five-factor model, in which a common latent
factor added (Podsakoff et al. 2024). While the two models differ (Ayx*17)= 56.09; p < .001),
the average path coefficient from the common factor to all indicators is .26. The square of this
value (.07) suggests that our data were not affected significantly by CMB, as the calculated
variance is only 7.1%. Moreover, the single-factor model does not fit the data well. Therefore,
CMB does not seem to threaten the validity of the study. However, Podsakoff et al. (2024, p.
53) recommended that “whenever possible, researchers should use procedural remedies to
control CMB” and argued that measuring the predictor and criterion variables with data from
different sources allows circumventing several of the major causes of CMB. Therefore, we
created three subsamples within teams, each measuring different variables: subsample #A was
used to measure servant leadership, subsample #B to measure TBI, and subsample #C to
measure team contextual ambidexterity.

Study 1 Results

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and correlations. Because participants are nested
in 15 call centers, we first tested center effects. The variation partition coefficient (variance
due to differences between call centers) is 0% for servant leadership, 5% for TBI, 2% for
alignment, and 0% for adaptability. For these variables, the likelihood ratio test statistic is lower
than 1.1. We thus tested the hypothesized model by conducting bias-corrected bootstrap

analyses (number of samples: 5000) with the PROCESS macros (Hayes 2018). We conducted



the analysis with and without control variables, the empirical pattern being very similar for
both conditions. We next present the findings from the analysis with controls, as this is a more
conservative approach. First, we tested the mediation model (template #4). Servant leadership
predicts TBI (effect: .22; SE: .09; p <.05; LLCI: .04, ULCI: .421; R?: .15), supporting H1. TBI
predicts team contextual ambidexterity (effect: 2.29, SE: .94; p < .05; LLCI: .42, ULCI: 4.15;
R?:.08), supporting H2. While the direct effect is not significant (effect: -.19; SE: .96; p = .75;
LLCI: -2.09, ULCI: 1.72), the indirect effect through TBI is (effect: .51; SE: .39; LLCI: .01,
ULCI: 1.48). These findings support H3: servant leadership affects team contextual
ambidexterity via TBI.
Table 1 about here

We then tested the moderated mediating effects (template #21). The interaction between
servant leadership and its strength (effect = .89; SE: .29; p < .01; LLCI: .32, ULCI: 1.47; R*:
.34; R? change: .06) in predicting TBI is significant. The conditional effects® (Fig. 2a) are: (a)
effect = -.22; SE: .12; p = .06; LLCI: -.46, ULCI: .01 (low climate strength); (b) effect = .12;
SE: .11; p=.28; LLCI: -.10, ULCI: .34 (medium); (c) effect =.37; SE: .16; p <.05; LLCI: .04,
ULCI: .69 (high). Therefore, the positive predictive value of servant leadership for TBI
emerges only when the strength of the climate of servant leadership is high (H4 supported).
Both TBI (effect = 2.55; SE: 1.10; p <.05; LLCI: .37; ULCI: 4.72) and its interaction with its
climate strength (effect = 8.27; SE: 2.48; p < .01; LLCI: 3.36; ULCI: 13.19; R% .18; AR?: .08)
predict team contextual ambidexterity. The conditional effects (Fig. 2b) are: (a) effect = -.30;
SE: 1.17; p = .80; LLCI: -2.63, ULCI: 2.02 (low climate strength); (b) effect = 2.94; SE: 1.14;
p <.05; LLCI: .68, ULCI: 5.19 (medium); (c¢) effect = 5.26; SE: 1.55; p <.001; LLCI: 2.19,

ULCI: 8.32 (high). Therefore, the positive predictive value of TBI for team contextual

¢ By “effects” (the term utilized in the PROCESS macro), causality is not implied.



ambidexterity emerges only when there is medium or high TBI climate strength (HS
supported).
Figures 2a and 2b about here

Table 2 shows the conditional indirect effects of servant leadership on team contextual
ambidexterity (direct effect is not significant; effect = -1.41, SE: .98, p = .15). The index of
moderated moderated mediation is 7.37 (SE: 3.69; LLCI: .85, ULCI: 15..09). Overall, the
findings support H6: the effect of servant leadership on team contextual ambidexterity through
TBI is significantly positive when the strengths of servant leadership and TBI are high.

Table 2 about here

Study 1 discussion
Our findings show that servant leadership predicts team contextual ambidexterity via TBI, and
those relationships are conditional on the strength of two team climates (i.e., servant leadership
and TBI). This evidence supports considering not only the average employees’ perceptions
within teams, but also within-team variability of those perceptions, that is the climate strength
(Schneider et al. 2026) — an approach that has been underexplored in literature on servant
leadership and the predictors of team contextual ambidexterity. Although it was not
hypothesized, another finding is worthy of discussion’. As shown in Fig. 2a, a high within-
team variability of perceived servant leadership seems to be more negative for TBI when the
level of servant leadership is high vs. low. A possible explanation is that a “servant leader”
who expresses a servant approach inconsistently may be perceived as merely signaling a
strategic (or instrumental) “service orientation” rather than embodying genuine servant
leadership. Such a stance may lead the team (or at least many team members) to consider the
leader as being hypocritical or even a manipulator — and this interpretation may decrease trust,

as well as other components of the supportive context that boost TBI and therefore affect TBI

7We are grateful to the reviewer who recommended discussing this topic.



negatively. Such a relationship is less negative, for TBI, when the average level of servant
leadership is low because the team may consider that, while not being a truly servant leader, at
least that leader makes some efforts to serve the team — and such a perspective may mitigate
the effect of a low servant orientation. In short, a leader’s occasional servant behaviors may
partially offset the negative effects of an otherwise low servant leadership orientation.
Although this differential pattern is somewhat replicated in the conditional effect of TBI on
team contextual ambidexterity (Fig. 2b), it is less pronounced and less amenable to clear
interpretation. We advance, however, a possible explanation. A high within-team variability in
a team characterized by relatively high TBI (see next comments) may make the disambiguation
process discussed above (Van Kleef et al. 2015) more difficult than the disambiguation process
carried out in teams characterized by relatively low TBI, with more negative consequences for
team contextual ambidexterity.

The reasoning above must be interpreted with caution for several reasons. First, the
negative relationships between the predictor and the outcome in the low climate’s strength
conditions are not significant. Second, statistically, in teams characterized by a very high or a
very low climate level, within-team variability of the team members’ perceptions is low (e.g.,
TBI cannot be very high in teams where some members perceive TBI as being more modest).
Therefore, our labels of “low” and “high” levels of a climate must be interpreted accordingly
— a note reinforced in our study by the fact the mean levels of servant leadership and TBI are
moderate or moderately high, and standard deviations are also moderate (see Table 1). Third,
the pattern found in this study is not replicated in Study 2. Future studies may explore this issue
further.

Although the findings validate our hypotheses, we studied teams operating in an
idiosyncratic sector, and our method does not support causality. Therefore, to establish causal

inferences, we developed a vignette-based experiment. Aguinis and Bradley (2014, p. 2)



explained that such a methodology “enhances experimental realism and also allows researchers
to manipulate and control independent variables, thereby simultaneously enhancing both
internal and external validity.”
Study 2

Study 2 Methods

Participants. We conducted a between-subjects experiment (a 2x2 design) through a sample
of 484 individuals (Maee = 31.34, SD = 9.02%; 50.6% male; all had a degree) participating in
MBA and executive training programs (n = 85 teams) held at a European and an Asian “triple-
crown” accredited Business Schools. 52.3% were Portuguese, 11.6% German, 5.8% Dutch,
5.0% Italian, and 4.3% French (others came from a wide range of nationalities). Almost all
participants (94.4%) indicated prior work experience (59.3% had managerial experience), and
this contributes to improving realism by increasing (a) the similarity between the experiment
and a natural setting and (b) the subjective experience of being immersed in the situation
described in the vignette (Aguinis and Bradley 2014). Team composition was random, and the
number of teams was maximized in each class, provided they had at least four members. This
made it possible to handle the risks of CMB by building two subsamples within each team, one
to measure TBI (subsample #A), the other to measure team contextual ambidexterity (#B). The
mean team size was 5.69 (SD: 1.27). Teams were randomly assigned to one of four conditions:
(1) control condition — low climate strength (n =22 teams); (2) control condition — high climate
strength (n = 19); (3) servant leadership — low climate strength (n = 24); and (4) servant
leadership — high climate strength (n = 20). All team members were presented with a short
description of a fictitious leader (Chris, a gender-neutral name) and asked to read the scenario

independently (see online Appendix).

8 This value represents individual data, while the one of Table 3 represents data aggregated at the team/leader
level.



Manipulations. Participants were asked to carefully read the vignette and imagine
themselves working with Chris. We excluded any clues about the study’s objective to prevent
demand effects (Lonati et al. 2018). We used transactional leadership in the control condition
(Van Dierendonck et al. 2014) because transactional leaders are leader-centric, place follower
needs and ethical concerns as low priority, and favor leader dependency, in a stark contrast
with servant leaders (Martinez and Leija 2023). While “the transactional leader pursues a cost-
benefit, economic exchange to meet subordinates' current material and psychic needs in return
for ‘contracted’ services rendered by the subordinate” (Bass 1985, p. 14), “becoming a servant
leader begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first” (Greenleaf 2002,
p. 23). This procedure is empirically more conservative than a scenario where servant
leadership was explicitly low. Similar manipulations have been used in other studies (Rego,
Owens, et al. 2019; Rego, Yam, et al. 2019; Van Dierendonck et al. 2014). To manipulate
servant leadership, we described the leader through items used in Study 1, ensuring coherence
across both studies. To manipulate the strength of servant leadership, additional comments
were added describing how Chris behaved with different team members (e.g., in the high
strength condition, Chris was described as “being extremely consistent, regardless of the team
member with whom (s)he interacts at work.”)°.

Measures and manipulation checks. After the manipulations, we asked participants to

engage in a ten-minute team discussion and reflect on what it would be like to work in the team

 We thank an anonymous reviewer for noting the distinction between the consistency of perceptions of behavior
(Study 1) and behavioral consistency itself (Study 2). Empirically, the standard deviation (SD) of team members’
perceptions of servant leadership could be correlated with the perceived consistency manipulation check in Study
2 to explore how behavioral alignment translates to perceptual agreement. However, because Study 2 explicitly
manipulated both servant leadership and behavioral consistency within a 2 x 2 experimental design, team
members' cognitions are actively primed by both dimensions. Consequently, the explicit manipulation check on
consistency is more likely to activate scenario-based information regarding behavioral consistency rather than
servant leadership levels alone. To examine this relationship without confounding these primes, we examined the
correlation between the SD of perceptions of consistency within the team and the direct manipulation check of
perceived consistency (= .82, p <.001). When the SD of perceptions of both servant leadership and consistency
is considered, the correlation is .63 (p < .001). These findings suggest that behavioral consistency serves as a
robust antecedent to shared team perceptions.



led by Chris. After the discussion, each participant independently assessed TBI and team
contextual ambidexterity (in the team led by Chris) using the measures of Study 1. TBI (a =
.94; aggregated data) was treated as a second-order construct built upon the three indicators
(*4)= 109.89; RMSEA: .08; RMR: .10; SRMR: .04; GFI: .95; CFI and IFI: .97'%). Team
contextual ambidexterity was calculated by multiplying the alignment (o = .77; aggregated
data) and adaptability (a = .91) scores. Finally, we asked participants about the extent to which
they considered Chris a servant leader, and how consistent Chris behaviors were towards
different team members. As expected, participants in the servant leadership vs. the control
condition reported that Chris was more servant (M = 4.89, SD = .87 vs. M =3.08, SD =.73; t
(83) = 10.35, p < .001; LLCL: 1.47, ULCL: 2.16). Participants in the high-ganeay vs. low-
strength condition reported that Chris was more consistent (M = 6.36, SD = .47 vs. M = 5.28,
SD = .82;¢(83)="7.30, p <.001; LLCI: .79, ULCI: 1.38). Thus, manipulations were effective.

Moderators and controls. The strength of TBI was measured as in Study 1 (i.e., each
team’s SD was subtracted from the highest SD observed across teams'!). As differences were
found between teams regarding team member age, management experience, and gender
composition, we included these variables (as well as team size) as controls (see Study 1). In
addition, given that teams were composed of members from different nationalities and that
different cultures may react differently to servant leadership (Lee et al. 2020; Mittal and
Dorfman 2012), and value TBI also differently (Roh et al. 2019), we controlled for team
cultural diversity. First, we considered power distance, individualism/collectivism,

masculinity/femininity, and uncertainty avoidance as mattering for those differences (e.g., that

19 Individual data were used in CFA because of the modest sample size (i.c., n = 85). For aggregated data (i.e., 85
teams), the second order three-factor model fits the data reasonably well after removing two items, one from
collaborative behavior, the other from joint-decision making (y*11y= 19.58; RMSEA: .096; RMR: .02; SRMR:
.03; GFI: .94; CFI and IFI: .99). We kept the full measure (CFA results in the main text) to preserve content
validity (i.e., we didn’t exclude those two items).

' All TBI Z-scores for the team standard deviations fell below the 3.29 threshold recommended by Tabachnick
and Fidell (2013): all except one (2.84) were < 2.5.



individuals from high power distance and masculine cultures may value servant leadership less
than individuals from low power distance and feminine cultures). Second, we (a) calculated
the SD within each team for each cultural dimension, (b) standardized these scores, (c)
computed their average, and (d) adjusted this average so that a score of 0 represents the least
culturally diverse (i.e., the most homogeneous) team. Specifically, for each team, we subtracted
the team’s average standardized score from the average standardized score of the team with the
lowest score (i.e., the least diverse team). Demographic homogeneity was calculated and
included for control as in Study 1.

Aggregating data. Because of the reasons explained for Study 1, aggregation indices
were computed with data from all team members. ICC(1) values are .42, .22 and .30,
respectively, for TBI, alignment, and adaptability, representing large (> .25) or medium-large
effects (LeBreton and Senter 2008). ICC(2) values are, respectively, .80, .61, and .71 (i.e.,
higher than the recommended cutoff of .60). The means of rwg values of TBI (.72), alignment
(.64), and adaptability (.65) are strong (>.70) or moderately strong (LeBreton and Senter 2008).
Study 2 findings
Correlations are shown in Table 3. We first tested the effect of servant leadership on TBI as
moderated by the strength of servant leadership (PROCESS macro, template #4; 5000
subsamples). TBI is higher for the servant leadership (4.89 vs. 4.07, ts3) = 3.78, p <.001) than
the control condition, which supports H1. However, while the difference between the servant
leadership and control conditions is significant when the strength of servant leadership is high
(5.28 vs. 3.90, t37y=4.07, p < .001), the difference is not significant when strength is low (4.56
vs. 4.22, tasy = 1.31, p = .20), thus supporting H4. Next, we tested the mediation model and the
moderated-indirect effects (PROCESS, template #21; 5000 subsamples), both with and without
the control variables. As the empirical pattern was very similar, we present the findings

emerging from the analysis with controls, as this is a more conservative approach. First, servant



leadership predicts TBI (effect: .86; SE: .23; p <.001; LLCI: .41, ULCI: 1.31; R% .18), which
then predicts team contextual ambidexterity (effect: 2.56, SE: .49; p <.001; LLCI: 1.59, ULCI:
3.54; R%: .48). Both the direct (effect: 3.26; SE: 1.07; p <.01; LLCI: 1.13, ULCI: 5.40) and the
indirect (effect: 2.21; SE: .70; LLCI: .95, ULCI: 3.69) effects are significant. These findings
support H1, H2, and H3.
Table 3 about here

Then we tested the moderated-indirect effects. Both servant leadership (effect =.82; SE:
22; p <.001; LLCI: .39, ULCI: 1.25) and its interaction with its strength (effect = 1.28; SE:
44; p < .01; LLCI: .41, ULCI: 2.15; R?: .30; AR?: .08) predict TBI. The conditional effects
(Fig. 3a) are: (a) effect = .23; SE: .29; p = .43; LLCI: -.35, ULCI: .82 (low strength of servant
leadership); (b) effect = 1.51; SE: .32; p <.001; LLCI: .87, ULCI: 2.16 (high). Therefore, the
positive effect of servant leadership on TBI emerges only in the condition of high strength of
servant leadership (H4 supported). Both TBI (effect = 1.98; SE: .54; p <.01; LLCI: .90; ULCI:
3.07) and its interaction with its strength (effect = 2.56; SE: 1.19; p <.05; LLCI: .18; ULCI:
4.93; R%: .51; AR?: .03) predict team contextual ambidexterity. The conditional effects (Fig.
3b) are: (a) effect =.94; SE: .87; p =.28; LLCI: -.80, ULCI: 2.68 (low TBI strength); (b) effect
=2.12; SE: .52; p < .001; LLCI: 1.08, ULCI: 3.15 (medium); (c) effect = 3.03; SE: .55; p <
.001; LLCI: 1.93, ULCI: 4.13 (high). Thus, the effect of TBI on team contextual ambidexterity
emerges only when there is medium or high TBI climate strength (H5 supported).

Figures 3a and 3b about here

Table 4 shows the conditional indirect effects. The index of moderated moderated
mediation is 3.27 (SE: 1.64; LLCI: .05, ULCI: 6.57; direct effect = 3164, SE: 1.08, p < .01;
LLCI: .1.01, ULCI: 5.32). Overall, the findings corroborate those of Study 1 and support H6:

the indirect effect increases as the strength of servant leadership and TBI also increase. The



effect of servant leadership on team contextual ambidexterity through TBI is significantly
positive only when both the strength of servant leadership and the strength of TBI are high.
Table 4 about here

Study 2 discussion

Although non-essential to our theoretical conclusions, some differences emerged between the
findings of the two studies. Specifically, the direct relationship between servant leadership and
team contextual ambidexterity was significant in Study 2 but not in Study 1. One possible
explanation lies in differences between the samples across the two studies, including variations
in participants’ educational levels. A more plausible explanation, we believe, concerns CMB
and consistency biases. In Study 2, after reading the scenario, participants may have been
emotionally and cognitively influenced by its content and, consequently, reported TBI and
team contextual ambidexterity in a manner consistent with their perceptions of servant
leadership. Imagining how one would react in a hypothetical scenario differs meaningfully
from experiencing and interacting within an actual team setting. In Study 2, although teams
engaged in discussion, the relatively short duration (10 minutes) may have limited the
emergence of more stable team-level processes, potentially contributing to the discrepancy in
findings. Short interaction periods may not allow sufficient time for information exchange,
norm formation, and convergence processes to unfold fully. Future research should employ
more complex scenarios (developments below) and allow for longer within-team discussions
to facilitate stronger emergent team dynamics and reduce potential method-related biases.
Nevertheless, this limitation is substantially attenuated, as the core findings of Study 2
converge with those of Study 1, both supporting our hypotheses: servant leaders foster team
contextual ambidexterity via TBI, and such an indirect effect is stronger when members, within
the team, agree about the servant stance of the leader and TBI. Notably, even the relatively

short discussion duration was sufficient to generate adequate within-team agreement, thereby



justifying aggregation at the team level. Overall, the experimental design, combined with the
use of different team members to report TBI and team contextual ambidexterity, strengthens
confidence in the validity and robustness of the observed empirical pattern. The hypothesized
model gets support from the two studies.
Overall discussion

By drawing on Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004) approach that holds that team contextual
ambidexterity requires a supportive team context, and by adopting a COR perspective (Hobfoll
et al. 2018), this research considered that TBI is a team contextual resource that makes teams
more capable of dealing with the paradoxical demands of team contextual ambidexterity. We
reasoned that TBI is a key team’s social capital resource that builds a common platform “of
understanding and managing the contradictory demands” of alignment and adaptability
(Venugopal et al. 2020, p. 2). Our findings support such reasoning. Through a field study and
an experiment, our findings indicate that servant leaders foster team contextual ambidexterity
by promoting TBI, and that such an indirect effect is stronger when all team members have
consistent perceptions about the servant behavior of the team leader and TBI (i.e., the strength
of the two climates is high).

Our research makes several contributions. First, despite extensive research on
ambidexterity at the organizational level, studies examining how ambidexterity emerges at the
team level — and what drives and conditions it — remain scarce (Dean 2022; Han et al. 2022;
Jansen et al. 2016; Wang et al. 2023). We explore the antecedents, mechanisms and boundary
conditions of feam contextual ambidexterity. Second, while Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004)
argued that team contextual ambidexterity requires a supportive context, they didn’t explore
the specific team behavioral pattern that translates leader behavior into team contextual
ambidexterity. Our research shows that TBI represents such a behavioral pattern as enhanced

by servant leaders. TBI is therefore a team social resource, built by servant leaders, that makes



teams develop ambidextrous contextual capacities. While most research on TBI has focused
on TMT, i.e., top management teams (Du et al. 2022) and explored how TMT behavioral
integration influences organizational ambidexterity (Carmeli and Halevi 2009; Halevi et al.
2015; Lubatkin et al. 2006; Venugopal et al. 2020), the relationship between TBI and team
contextual ambidexterity of “normal” teams is understudied empirically (Hu et al. 2023). As
organizations increasingly depend on team contextual ambidexterity at all levels, and such
dependence raises complex challenges to teams and their leaders, it is important to identify the
sources of that team capability, as we do here.

Third, we contribute to a better understanding of the boundary conditions (Eva et al.
2019) that affect how servant leadership is associated with team outcomes. While literature on
leadership (e.g., Rego et al. 2017; Rego, Yam et al. 2019) has shown that (in)consistency in
how leaders express their behaviors across team members (or how team members perceive
leader behaviors) moderates the main effect of the (average) leader style in employees’
outcomes, this is the first research to show that such an effect also holds for servant leadership.
Concurrently, the literature on TBI has been silent about the relevance of the strength of TBI.
This is problematic in that, conceptually, it makes little sense to study TBI without considering
the level of consensus, across team members, about such integration. It is difficult to devise
how a team can be behaviorally integrated if its members disagree on the level of integration
or on the extent to which the leader is servant. Our paper thus makes an important contribution
by showing that the strength of team climate — of which servant leadership and TBI, as
perceived by team members, may be considered facets (Rego et al. 2017) — should be
considered in future research aimed at predicting team contextual ambidexterity and its
underlying mechanisms. Because team contextual ambidexterity is a collective, coordinated

capability, a strong ‘healthy’ (in the sense of positive, virtuous and characterized by social



integration'?) climate strength fosters shared sensemaking (as team members develop a
common understanding of paradoxical demands), reduces coordination costs (in that team
members can fluidly shift between exploration and exploitation without constant friction), and
supports paradox navigation (i.e., legitimizes engaging with both exploration and exploitation
rather than defaulting to one). All these effects amplify the positive effects of the climate level
(operationalized as servant leadership and TBI in our study) on team contextual ambidexterity.
Limitations and future research

Our research is not exempt from limitations. First, we carried out Study 1 in the idiosyncratic
context of call centers (Hollenbeck et al. 2012). While call centers are suitable, as discussed
above, for studying team contextual ambidexterity, and Study 2 validates our hypotheses
outside that context, our model may be tested with other types of teams. There are, however,
reasons to consider that the impact of servant leadership on team contextual ambidexterity is
probably stronger in other less-structured contexts, because those situations restrict less the
expression of leaders’ and team members’ characteristics (Meyer et al. 2010). Future studies
may thus include the structured vs. non-structured context as a boundary condition.

Second, although the experiment in Study 2 was designed to enhance realism and thus
heighten confidence in hypothesized causality, its external validity is inherently limited.
Specifically, both servant leadership and its strength were manipulated rather than reflecting
team members’ perception of actual leader behaviors. Future studies could adopt more
sophisticated experimental or quasi-experimental designs (Podsakoff and Podsakoff 2019). It
is, however, notable that, overall, the empirical pattern found across the two studies is
consistent. It is also worth noting that, although in Study 2 the leader “expressed” the same

behavior to all team members, some variance in their perceptions was nevertheless observed

12 A strong team climate is not inherently beneficial, as it amplifies the effects of climate content, intensifying
both positive and negative team climates.



(see the standard deviations of the manipulation checks). This perceptual variability aligns with
the theoretical arguments discussed above (about, e.g., the EASI framework) and highlights
the importance of accounting for individual differences in how leadership behaviors are
interpreted within teams.

Third, the way we manipulated the strength (i.e., consistency) of servant leadership in
Study 2 was somewhat simplistic. Future studies may adopt a more complex manipulation
(e.g., exposing different team members to different levels of servant leadership). It is worth
emphasizing, however, that this “simplistic” approach — where all team members within a team
were exposed to the same leader behavior and level of strength/consistency — did not prevent
individual team members from forming somewhat different perceptions of the leader, as
evidenced by the standard deviations observed in the manipulation checks. This perceptual
variability aligns with the theoretical arguments discussed above and highlights the importance
of accounting for individual differences in how leadership behaviors are interpreted within
teams.

Fourth, future studies may include the full measure of servant leadership by Van
Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) to explore its impact in its fullness. The dimensions of that
measure that were not included in our research (i.e., standing back, forgiveness, courage, and
authenticity) may also contribute to the supportive context required to promote team contextual
ambidexterity.

Fifth, although servant leadership has incremental predictive validity over other forms
of positive leadership (Hoch et al. 2018; Lee et al. 2020), and there are reasons to believe that
servant leadership vs. other leadership approaches (e.g., transactional leadership, as controlled
for in Study 2) is a better enhancer of team members’ capacities that improve team contextual
ambidexterity (Usman et al. 2024), future studies could control for other leadership approaches

(e.g., authentic, and transformational leadership).



Sixth, a single mediator was included. Future studies may incorporate other mediators
(e.g., team psychological safety, team learning, team confidence and resilience, team
reflexivity, and team identification; Michel et al. 2025) as mechanisms through which servant
leaders enhance team contextual ambidexterity. Future research could also examine whether
the relationship between TBI and team contextual ambidexterity is mediated (or even
moderated) by team members’ individual and shared perceptions of the tensions between
exploration and exploitation demands. Future studies may explore if variables such as the
(individual and collective) paradox mindset (Tjemkes et al. 2025; Zheng et al. 2018) condition
the effect of those perceived tensions and team contextual ambidexterity.

Seventh, future studies may explore other boundary conditions. For example, is servant
leadership more conducive to team contextual ambidexterity via TBI in teams characterized by
a high level of team task interdependence? Or is servant leadership more necessary to integrate
behaviors in teams with low interdependence? It is also possible that leaders with greater
practical wisdom can more effectively judge when to encourage alignment versus adaptability
(Rego et al., 2025). Wise leaders may better leverage servant leadership to facilitate TBI, as
their nuanced decision-making allows teams to balance exploitation and exploration more
seamlessly across varying organizational contexts.

Moreover, as leadership can be “in the eye of the beholder” (Lord et al. 2020, p. 50),
the team members’ implicit theories of leadership may condition how servant leaders promote
team contextual ambidexterity via TBI. It is possible that team members whose values and
beliefs are consistent (vs. inconsistent) with servant leadership or have a strong (vs. weak)
prosocial identity, react more (vs. less) positively to servant leaders. Future studies may also
explore how team members’ learning ambidexterity operates as a boundary condition
(Ceptureanu et al. 2025). Does such a characteristic leverage the impact of servant leadership

on team contextual ambidexterity? Or does it operate as a substitute of servant leadership?



Relatedly, despite the apparent applicability of servant leadership across cultures, further work
is needed to understand whether its specific impact on team contextual ambidexterity via TBI
is valid in a broader array of cultures or in teams with mixed cultures (again, climate strength
can be an important instrument in such studies). It is possible, for example, that teams from
high uncertainty avoidance cultures react more favorably to servant leaders as they reduce
uncertainty in contexts characterized by high environmental dynamism (Halevi et al. 2015; Lin
& Cheung, 2023). Other cultural dimensions, such as individualism-collectivism and power
distance, may also condition the impact of servant leadership on team contextual ambidexterity
via TBI (Lee et al. 2020; Mittal and Dorfman 2012; Newman et al. 2017).
Conclusion

Our research suggests that servant leadership promotes team contextual ambidexterity via TBI
because behaviorally integrated teams are more resourceful to deal with the contradictory,
challenging and stressful processes that underpin an ambidextrous team capacity. Also
importantly, our research shows that such a mediated effect is leveraged when there is a strong
climate, expressed as within-team agreement about servant leadership and TBI. Future studies
about servant leadership and TBI must therefore consider these two strength variables as
boundary conditions, otherwise relevant empirical evidence may be hidden behind the main
effects. Organizations may therefore benefit from selecting and developing leaders with a
servant orientation (Urrila and Eva 2014) and encouraging them to express such an orientation
consistently across team members. As Gary Hamel (2015) pointed out, “Once leaders lose a
sense of community among themselves, the body loses its harmonious functioning and its
equilibrium; it then becomes an orchestra that produces noise: its members do not work
together and lose the spirit of camaraderie and teamwork.” Our research suggests that servant
leadership sustains and develops the team's sense of community that allows the team to get its

equilibrium while dealing with the contradictory demands of alignment and adaptability.
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations and correlations (aggregated data; Study 1)

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Team size 26.09 8.73 -
2. Gender of the leader (0: female; 1: - - .00 -
male)
3. Percent males within the team 31.41 19.64 .12 -.10 -
4. Mean age within the team 32.72 434 -20*% -40%** -23* -
5. Percentage of individuals with a 3443 .18 10 .00 18* -.15 -

degree within the team
6. Demographic homogeneity within 4.14 2.05 -.12 20%FE_AREF*RE 16 - -

the team 3]
7. Servant Leadership (SL) — 5.68 .67 -.04 .02 -.06 .00 -.05 .06 -
subsample #A
8. Strength of SL 1.03 32 -.08 -.09 14 -.17 -.10 -.10 S2HHE
9. Team Behavioral Integration (TBI) 4.79 .71 .01 -.01 A1 -.16 -.17 -.13 22%  ARFEE
— subsample #B
10. Strength of TBI 96 34 -10 .10 -.16 .09 -25%% 12 4k gdck §3FEk
11. Team ambidexterity (t-al x t-ad) — 19.49 6.81 -.07 -.06 .02 -.06 -.14 .05 .04 J5HHEk S DSFE D4H*
subsample #C
Notes
N =119 teams

* p <.05;** p<.01; *** p<.001



Table 2. Conditional indirect effects (5000 bootstrap samples) as produced by the PROCESS

macro (model #21) (Study 1)

Strength of servant Strength of team Effect SE [LLCI,
leadership behavioral integrity ULCI]
Low Low .05 34 [-.64, .80]
Low Middle -.66 44 [-1.66, .04]
Low High -1.16 73 [-2.77,.02]
Middle Low -.03 27 [-.58, .58]
Middle Middle .39 37 [-.26, 1.21]
Middle High .68 .60 [-.44, 1.95]
High Low -.08 .63 [-1.32, 1.28]
High Middle 1.13 .64 [.08, 2.52]
High High 1.99 1.00 [.26,4.11]

Notes:

N =119 teams

Control variables (not shown): those mentioned on Table 1.
* p <.05;** p<.01; *** p<.001



Table 3. Means, standard deviations and correlations (Study 2)

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. Team size 5.69 1.27 -
2. Mean age in the team 3143 8.04 -.05 -
3. Percent males 51.00 2332 -08 -46%F* -
4. Percentage individuals  94.17 11.22 .10 AQHEE - 33AE
with work experience
5. Percent individuals with  59.83  35.07 -.07 B5HHE - _QpHEE ASFHER
managerial experience
6. Cultural diversity 0 91 .07 S J3HEE S J4AK gD FAk SRFHE
7. Demographic 1.47 57 .08 S 58K JSuckw 33K _ p4HkEk 4OFak
homogeneity within the
team
8. Servant leadership (SL) - - 16 .01 -.16 -.06 .05 A2 -.04 -
9. Strength of SL - - A1 -.15 .08 -.11 -.06 .05 .02 -.01 -
10. Team behavioral 4.49 1.07 23% -.05 .04 -25% =10 .10 -.02 38*FF* 10 -
integration (TBI) —
subsample #A
11. Strength of TBI 1.14 40 -.05 -27% .19 -.18 -32*%*% 14 J4%xk 18 12 12 -
12. Team ambidexterity (t- 16.62  5.77 23% A1 -.12 -.07 -.01 -.05 -.11 Ao**E 2] 60%** 09

al x t-ad) — subsample #B

Notes:
N =85 teams
* p <.05;** p<.01; *** p<.001
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Table 4. Conditional indirect effects (5000 bootstrap samples) as produced by the PROCESS
macro (model #21) (Study 2)

Strength of servant Strength of team Effect SE [LLCI,
leadership (manipulated  behavioral integrity ULCI]
condition)
Low Low 17 .39 [-.57,1.03]
Low Middle 44 .60 [-.70, 1.70]
Low High .66 .86 [-.98,2.41]
High Low 1.05 1.36 [-1.29, 4.26]
High Middle 2.75 1.08 [.94, 5.14]
High High 4.07 1.20 [1.87,6.52]
Notes:
N = 85 teams

Control variables (not shown): those mentioned on Table 3.
*p<.05; % p<.01; *** p<.001
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model

Servant Team behavioral | Team contextual
leadership integration ambidexterity

A\ 4

Strength of team
behavioral
integration

Strength of servant
leadership
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Figures 2a (left) and 2b. The effect of servant leadership on team behavioral integration for three levels of the strength of servant leadership (2a),

and the effect of team behavioral integration on team contextual ambidexterity for three levels of the strength of team behavioral integration (2b)

(Study 1).
0.7 25
0.5 2
* Effect: 5.26: SE: 1.55
Effect: .37: SE: .16 225 p=.001;CL:2.19,8.32
0.3 o p <.05; CI: .04, .69 /
Team 0.1 R
behavioral ] Team 20 Effect: 2.94: SE: 1.14
integration,_, | YT @1 Effect: .12: SE: .11 contextual p<.05,CL .68,5.19
’ o p=.28;CI -.10, .34 ambidexterity
-0.3 & _ [————————— -
S~ | Effect: -.22: SE: .12 | 17.5 e
~~ p =.06; CI: -.46, .01 | TS == — e o—— 1
-0.5 ~e-L_ = ——— : Effect: -.30: SE: 1.17 I
T L o262 |
-0.7 15
Low Medium High Low Medium High

Servant leadership

— @ - Strength of servant leadership: Low
---@--- Strength of servant leadership: Medium
—e— Strength of servant leadership: High

Team behavioral integration

— @ - Strength of team behavioral integration: Low
---@--- Strength of team behavioral integration: Medium

—@— Strength of team behavioral integration: High

Note: outputs from PROCESS macro, template #21
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Figures 3a (left) and 3b. The effect of servant leadership on team behavioral integration for two conditions (low; high) of the strength of servant
leadership (3a), and the effect of team behavioral integration on team contextual ambidexterity for three levels of the strength of team behavioral

integration (3b) (Study 2).

1.0 20
Effect: 3.03: SE: .55 /
p<.001;CI: 1.93,4.13
/S .
0.5 Effect: 1.51: SE: .32 18 Effect: 2.12: SE: .52
’ p<.001; CI: 0.87, 2.16 p<.001;CI: 1.08, 3.15
Team Team
‘.behawo.ral _e® contextual |4
Integration |——= - ambidexterity
| Effect: .23: SE: .29 |
I_p = .43; CI: -.35, .82 |
-0.5 14
-1.0 12
Control Servant leadership Low Medium High
Servant leadership condition Team behavioral integration
) - — @ - Strength of team behavioral integration: Low
— @~ Strength of servant leadership (condition): Low ---@--- Strength of team behavioral integration: Medium
—@— Strength of servant leadership (condition): High —@— Strength of team behavioral integration: High

Note: outputs from PROCESS macro, template #21
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ONLINE APPENDIX
Scenarios

Servant leadership; High consistency
[Chris encourages team members to use their talents, and gives them the authority and the
information to take decisions and do their work well. (S)he enables team members to solve
problems for themselves instead of just telling them what to do, and offers team members
abundant opportunities to learn new skills. Chris holds team members responsible for the work
they carry out and the way they handle their job, and also holds team members accountable for
their performance. (S)he also learns from criticism from others, is open to listen and learn the
different opinions of others, and admits his/her mistakes and try to learn from them. When
speaking and making decisions, Chris emphasizes the importance of focusing on the good of
the whole, and is very clear about the social responsibility of the team members work]. Chris’s
work style has been extremely consistent, regardless of the team member with whom (s)he
interacts at work.
Servant leadership; Low consistency
[...]. On the whole, Chris behaves this way. However, some team members see him/her even
more positively, while others seem him/her somewhat less positively.
Control; High consistency
[Whenever you are around Chris you know you will be rewarded if you meet your assigned
objectives and will be punished when you fail to meet work expectations. Chris always follows
through on promises of rewards when his/her team members successfully complete their
assignments. Chris also lets team members know when they do not meet performance
standards. (S)he doesn’t do anything further about little slips on their parts, preferring to let
team members resolve minor problems on their own. On the other hand, when problems

become serious, Chris’s subordinates know that Chris will step in and take whatever corrective
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action is needed]. Chris’s work style has been extremely consistent, regardless of the team
member with whom (s)he interacts at work.

Control; Low consistency

[...]. On the whole, Chris behaves this way. However, some team members see him/her even

more positively, while others seem him/her somewhat less positively.
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