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 This study explores how spiritual leadership through its effects on individuals’ spiritual well-being 
enhances employee engagement and augments employees’ organizational commitment. The re-
search conducted a general survey of 207 millennial employees in China, which was tested using 
partial least squares (PLS) structural equation modeling. The results suggest that employee engage-
ment was significantly influenced by spiritual leadership. In addition, the results demonstrate that 
organizational commitment was influenced by the sequential intervening effects of employee well-
being and work engagement. Both the explained variance (R2) and the effect size of exogenous 
variables on endogenous variables (ƒ2) showed moderate-to-high effects, supporting the predictive 
ability of this PLS spiritual leadership model. This study suggests that young workers’ engagement 
and commitment to their work and organizations are roused when the organization and its leaders 
satisfy workers’ higher-order humanistic needs. This is accomplished when employees’ socio-psy-
chological resources, such as spiritual well-being, are enhanced through spiritual leadership, which 
can be augmented by organizational climates that embrace young workers’ “whole” selves. This 
study expands our understanding of the role that spiritual leadership plays in not only motivating 
organizational commitment but, more importantly, in engaging employees in their work roles. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 

 

This paper explores the integration of Fry’s (2003) spiritual leadership model and employee engagement in motivating em-
ployees’ organizational commitment. Researchers and practitioners alike are currently interested in these constructs, at a time 
when younger employees increasingly exhibit disengagement with their work and a lack of organizational commitment, and 
as organizations struggle to meet the competitive pressures that can arise from a lack of fully engaged employees (Saks & 
Gruman, 2014). Higher-order leadership constructs (Fry & Kriger, 2009), including authentic leadership (Liu et al., 2018) and 
empowering leadership (Park et al., 2017), which capture the higher-order needs of employees in the workplace—for example, 
the innate desire to flourish at the workplace though meaningful work and healthy social connections with others (Fry, 2003; 
Saks, 2011)—have been shown to mitigate such challenges and engage workers. Likewise, this paper posits, that as a higher-
order construct, spiritual leadership and its intrinsic motivational influence on employees’ spiritual well-being (SWB) help 
employees to positively engage in their work (Fry, 2003; Hunsaker, 2018; Meyer & Gagne, 2008). 
 
Contemporary organizations require proactive, dedicated, and energetic employees—in other words, organizations need em-
ployees who are engaged with their work (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter, 2011). A concept introduced by Kahn (1990), employee 
engagement is a motivational construct that harnesses not only the physical selves of employees to their work roles, but also 
their emotional and cognitive selves. Building on this definition, the meaning of engagement has evolved to encompass an 
employees’ state of mind at the workplace, as regards their energy, enthusiasm, and concentration in their work (Schaufeli et 
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al., 2002). Both organizations and individuals benefit from this state of mind. Notably, more engaged employees enhance 
organizational competitiveness through their heightened sense of job satisfaction, organizational commitment, organizational 
citizenship behavior (OCB), innovative behavior, and lower turnover intentions, as well as improved customer satisfaction 
and productivity (Bailey et al., 2017; Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Rich, Lepine, & Crawford, 2010). Job resources and personal 
resources have consistently been shown to facilitate an employee’s work engagement, and are characterized as the physical, 
organizational, and socio-psychological aspects of the job and workplace that help employees to achieve their goals and a 
sense of well-being (Bakker et al., 2011; Saks, 2006). Additionally, leadership behavior has been demonstrated to impact the 
engagement of workers by means of its influence on organizational culture and climate (Albrecht, 2012; Saks & Gruman, 
2014; Ahmed et al., 2019).  
 
Leadership shapes employee behavior by influencing their attitudes, such as their satisfaction, commitment, and well-being 
at the workplace, but also by means of performance-linked, motivational constructs such as work engagement (Bailey et al., 
2017; Bakker et al., 2011; Dinh et al., 2014). Leadership influences employee engagement directly through supervisor support 
and indirectly through its effects on organizational culture and climate, as evidenced through constructs such as leader-mem-
ber exchange and transformational leadership (Albrecht, 2012; Bailey et al., 2017; Saks & Gruman, 2014). However, in ad-
dressing the well-being needs demanded by younger workers in contemporary organizations, leadership constructs are evolv-
ing into higher-order, multi-dimensional, value-based constructs that move beyond simply leadership behaviors and traits to 
encompass organizational culture and climate, and are characterized by a collective social influence that engages everyone 
and captures the deeper dimensions of the human experience at the workplace (Fry & Kriger, 2008). As just such a higher-
order construct, spiritual leadership is deeply connected to employees’ SWB with promising research findings demonstrating 
that Fry’s (2003) model of spiritual leadership significantly influences employee attitudes and performance (Chen et al., 2019; 
Fry, Vitucci, & Cedillo, 2005; Hunsaker, 2019). As evidenced by research demonstrating the effects of workplace spirituality 
on work engagement (Milliman, Gatling, & Kim, 2018; Saks, 2011; Hunsaker, 2018), this paper posits that the holistic effects 
of spiritual leadership and SWB positively influence not only employees’ organizational commitment, but also their work 
engagement.  
 
Covariance-based structural equation modeling (CB-SEM), which is a common analytical methodology used to test leadership 
models in business research, focuses on confirming theoretically established relationships (Hair et al., 2014). In contrast, an 
emerging methodology for testing such models is structural equation modeling (SEM) based on partial least squares (PLS-
SEM), which is geared toward exploring predicted relationships and the explained variances of endogenous variables (Hair 
et al., 2017). While organizational commitment and employee engagement have seen extensive empirical research within the 
leadership field, the predictive influence of spiritual leadership on work engagement has undergone little empirical research. 
Therefore, this paper applies a PLS-SEM approach to both confirm and explore the predictive relationships that exist between 
spiritual leadership, organizational commitment, and work engagement. 
 
To summarize, the research objective of this paper is to examine the effects of spiritual leadership on organizational commit-
ment through the intervening effects of work engagement, based on PLS-SEM. This paper should help us better understand 
the effects of higher-order leadership frameworks, such as spiritual leadership, on constructs such as work engagement and 
organizational commitment, but also afford us a better understanding of the viability of using emerging analytical methodol-
ogies, such as PLS-SEM, to examine these relationships. 
 
2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 
 
The theoretical framework for this study integrates concepts from Fry’s (2003) spiritual leadership theory, Schaufeli et al.’s 
(2002) theory of work engagement, Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, Demerouti et al.’s 
(2001) job demands-resources model (JD-R model), Wilensky’s (1960) spillover theory, and Bakker and Demerouti’s (2008) 
model of work engagement. This study argues that empowering organizational structures, which are characterized by organ-
izational cultures that engage the “whole self” employees bring to the workplace, also help employees to broaden and build 
positive emotional resources, and are critical for employees to become more effective and engaged in their work (Fredrickson, 
2001; Kanter, 1993). In addition, this study also hypothesizes that spiritual leadership, which is embedded in and embraces 
workplace spirituality concepts of meaningful work, community, and aligned values, is a critical mechanism for facilitating 
and ensuring employees access to these structures (Fry & Nisiewicz, 2013; Milliman, Czaplewski, & Fergusen, 2003). More-
over, this study reasons that job resources, such as emotional and social support from leaders and coworkers, in combination 
with empowering organizational structures, help employees to engage in their work by spilling over and satisfying their SWB 
needs for meaning and membership in the workplace while also simultaneously nurturing their interest in and commitment to 
their work (Demerouti et al., 2001; Fry et al., 2005; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Wilensky, 1960). Thus, as conceptualized by 
Bakker and Demerouti (2008), this paper contends that the job resources captured through spiritual leadership and SWB 
positively reinforce employees’ work engagement, which, in turn, stimulates the development of organizational commitment 
by employees. 
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2.1 Spiritual leadership model 
 
Spiritual leadership is “a causal leadership theory for organizational transformation to create an intrinsically motivated, learn-
ing organization … [with a purpose] to tap into the fundamental needs of both leader and follower for spiritual survival” (Fry 
et al., 2005, p. 836). Spiritual leadership is closely tied to workplace spirituality that provides the cultural context for employ-
ees to experience meaningful work, mutually aligned values, and a sense of community with coworkers in satisfying their 
spiritual survival needs (Fry, 2003; Milliman et al., 2003). Spiritual leadership is a collective social influence process that 
engages everyone; therefore, it represents both a cause and an effect as leaders and followers interact and share in the leader-
ship experience (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Fry & Nisiewicz, 2013).  Conceptually, spiritual leadership is considered a 
higher-order epistemological construct of leadership that addresses not only leadership behaviors, interactions, and traits but 
goes beyond these definitions to address the visions and values that comprise a “being-centered” approach to leadership (Fry 
& Kriger, 2008). In this respect, spiritual leadership captures the deeper dimensions of the human experience that today’s 
employees expect in the workplace through leadership based on qualities of the human spirit like love, service, compassion, 
harmony, and tolerance, rather than more traditional approaches to leadership such as transformational leadership that rely on 
vision, values, and various leader traits or behavioral contingencies (Fry, 2003; Fry & Kriger, 2008).  
 
As modeled by Fry (2003), spiritual leadership is a process with the primary objective of satisfying employees’ SWB, or their 
sense of calling and membership in and at the workplace, which is underpinned by mutually shared and intrinsically motivat-
ing values within the organizational culture that are modeled as vision, hope/faith, and altruistic love. From a strategic per-
spective, the spiritual leadership model assumes that leaders establish a compelling vision that motivates employees’ meaning 
and purpose in the workplace; but more importantly, the model assumes that leaders build and sustain a culture of mutually 
shared values that enable employees to feel understood and appreciated, which also cultivates the collective social influence 
between leaders and followers that engages everyone. While not explicitly stated, Fry’s (2003) model assumes that altruistic 
values sustained within the organizational culture broaden employees’ socio-psychological resources that can carry over and 
enrich employees’ SWB and attitudes within the workplace (Fredrickson, 2001; Wilensky, 1960). In this respect, spiritual 
leadership influences individual differences as reflected through one’s SWB. Therefore, by means of this process, spiritual 
leadership, through the mediating effects of SWB, has been demonstrated to positively affect organizational performance and 
individual workplace attitudes, such as organizational commitment, OCB, and life satisfaction, while also mitigating the un-
desirable influence of counterproductive work behavior, job burnout, and work-family conflict (Chen & Yang, 2012; Fry et 
al., 2005; Hunsaker, 2020; Hunsaker & Nam, 2017; Yang & Fry, 2018).  
 
2.2 Work engagement and organizational commitment 
 
Work engagement is defined as “a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, 
and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74). Work engagement represents the way employees experience their work (Bakker 
et al., 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003), as evidenced by their investment of personal, unique resources in their work and their 
inner connection with work tasks (Christian et al., 2011). Engaged individuals are energetic and mentally resilient, as repre-
sented by their state of vigor. Engaged employees are also strongly involved in and enthusiastic about their work, as repre-
sented by their state of dedication. Moreover, engaged workers are concentrated and immersed in their work, as represented 
by their state of absorption. While work engagement includes aspects of job satisfaction, job involvement, organizational 
commitment, and OCB, it is an independent and distinct concept (Christian et al., 2011; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Saks, 
2006). For example, unlike the attitude of organizational commitment that focuses on how employees identify with and attach 
to their organizations (Meyer & Allen, 1991), work engagement is viewed as “the degree to which an individual is attentive 
and absorbed in the performance of their roles” (Saks, 2006, p. 602), instead of an attitude, and it also focuses on the perfor-
mance of one’s role rather than his or her extra-role behaviors. In summary, engagement is a standalone, motivational con-
struct with overlapping aspects such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment that are better conceptualized as con-
sequences rather than alternative conceptualizations of engagement (Bakker et al., 2011; Arokiasamy & Tat, 2020).  
 
Researchers have identified that the work engagement of employees is highly influenced by a mixture of personal and job 
resources, moderated by employees’ responses to various job demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Saks, 2006). Personal 
resources refer to an individual’s psychological state, such as one’s self-esteem, self-efficacy, resiliency, regulation of emo-
tions, or psychological availability (Albrecht, 2010; Rich et al., 2010). Personal resources, which are reflected through one’s 
cognitive and emotional self-expressions at work (May et al., 2004), also refer to the human spirit at work. Within the JD-R 
model framework (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Demerouti et al., 2001), job resources refer to the motivational aspects of a 
job and the work environment that help employees to achieve their goals, stimulate personal development, and manage job 
demands. These resources include not only physical resources, but also social, emotional, and organizational facets of work, 
such as the social and emotional support of managers and coworkers, performance feedback, coaching, flexible work sched-
ules, participation in decision making, and work climate (Albrecht, 2010; Bakker et al., 2011; Saks, 2011). Moreover, the 
effects of leadership can indirectly influence employees’ work engagement by influencing their job and personal resources 
and helping them to derive meaningfulness and group identity from their work (Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Bakker et al., 2011; 
Christian et al., 2011; Liu et al., 2018; Park et al., 2017). For example, Saks (2011) expanded the scope of work engagement 
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by modeling the influence of a spiritual work climate on work engagement, as explained through the dimensions of meaning-
fulness in and at work. Noting the effects of leadership on work engagement, researchers have revealed that leadership con-
structs, such as transformational and authentic leadership, played a positive role in fostering work engagement by stimulating 
meaning in one’s work and positively influencing the underlying work culture (Carasco-Saul, Kim, & Kim, 2014). Research-
ers have recently determined that distal organizational resources, such as the effects of leadership on organizational climate, 
influence employees’ proximal job resources and engagement (Albrecht, Breidahl, & Marty, 2018).  
 
Work engagement is also strongly associated with employee performance and work-related attitudes, such OCB, innovative 
behavior, job and life satisfaction, employee well-being, and organizational commitment (see Bailey et al., 2017; Bakker & 
Albrecht, 2018; Kim et al., 2017). Researchers have determined that work engagement is a construct distinct from organiza-
tional commitment and both influences and is influenced by organizational commitment (see Kim et al., 2017). Beyond the 
direct effects of work engagement on organizational commitment, work engagement positively mediates the relationship be-
tween job resources, such as supervisor support and leadership, and organizational commitment (Albrecht, 2012; Kim et al., 
2017; Saks, 2006). For instance, Saks (2006) explored employee engagement’s role as an intervening mechanism between 
various antecedents, such as perceived supervisor and organizational support, and engagement consequences, such as organ-
izational commitment and job satisfaction. Research findings have confirmed that work engagement plays a key mediating 
role in explaining the effects of supervisor support and other antecedent variables on the perceived organizational commitment 
of employees. Meanwhile, Albrecht (2012) explored the effects of organizational culture (i.e., employees’ perception of fair-
ness, openness, and support in the workplace) on employee engagement and organizational commitment through job resources, 
such as supervisory coaching. Research results have determined that organizational culture influences employees’ organiza-
tional commitment through not only its direct effects on work engagement but also, more importantly, through its indirect 
effects by way of job resources.  
 
2.3 Hypothesized model 
 
This paper integrates the previously described concepts from established theories and empirical research into a proposed 
model that seeks to describe the influence of spiritual leadership and employees’ perceived work engagement and organiza-
tional commitment (see Figure 1). First, this paper hypothesizes that employees’ perceptions of the spiritual leadership envi-
ronment enacted by their leaders should positively influence employees’ work engagement to the extent that spiritual leader-
ship resonates with employees’ sense of SWB. Likewise, these perceptions of spiritual leadership should also positively in-
fluence employees’ organizational commitment by instilling a heightened sense of SWB. Together, this paper hypothesizes 
that the perceived effects of spiritual leadership on employees’ organizational commitment is best explained through the serial 
mechanisms of fostering a sense of SWB in employees, which, in turn, arouses their engagement in their work. In sum, the 
reasoning underlying this paper is that the manifest attributes of spiritual leadership within an organizational culture broaden 
and build employees’ socio-psychological resources (Demerouti et al., 2001; Fredrickson, 2001), which spill over and fuel 
employees’ SWB (Wilensky, 1960), which, in turn are demonstrated through energized states of work engagement and or-
ganizational commitment.  
 
H1: The work engagement of employees is positively influenced by spiritual leadership, as mediated through the effects of 
SWB. 
 
H2: The organizational commitment of employees is positively influenced by spiritual leadership, as sequentially mediated 
by the effects of SWB and work engagement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. Proposed model of spiritual leadership 

3. Methods 
 
3.1 Sample and data collection 
 
This study focused on a general sample of millennial employees working within China’s service, manufacturing, and public 
service sectors. Data were gathered through a survey that queried respondents regarding their assessments of spiritual leader-
ship, work engagement, and organizational commitment. Surveys were distributed to 300 participants, of which 207 were 
deemed usable, consisting of 41.1% male and 58.9% female respondents. While all participants were under the age of 40, 
most participants were under the age of 30 (83.6%) and unmarried (59.9%). In terms of education, most respondents held 
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university degrees (78.3%) and, as relates to employment, 71.5% of respondents had less than five years of work experience. 
Most respondents were employed in the service sector (54.1%), in addition to the manufacturing sector (18.4%), the public 
sector (16.4%), and other industries (11.1%). 
 
3.2 Instrumentation 
 
Measurement instruments were rated on five-point Likert scales, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The 
Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities of the instruments are listed in Table 1. Spiritual leadership and SWB variables were assessed 
according to Fry et al.’s (2005) survey of spiritual leadership, which is comprised of five dimensions and 21 items that meas-
ured participants’ self-rated perceptions of altruistic love, hope/faith, vision, meaning/calling, and membership. The latent 
variable of spiritual leadership was derived by means of SEM that modeled the three reflective dimensions of vision, hope, 
and altruistic love. Likewise, SWB was derived from the reflective dimensions of meaning and membership. The composite 
reliabilities of these latent dimensions were .96 and .93, respectively. Secondly, instrumentation for organizational commit-
ment was based on Meyer and Allen’s (1991) measure of affective organizational commitment, which is comprised of four 
items. Finally, instrumentation for work engagement was based on the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2003), which is comprised of three dimensions and 15 items that measured participants’ self-rated perceptions of vigor, ded-
ication, and absorption in their work. By means of modeling these three dimensions, the latent variable of work engagement 
was derived, demonstrating a composite reliability of .95.  
 
3.3 Analysis methodology 
 
PLS-SEM was used to test the proposed relationships proposed in this paper, as opposed to CB-SEM, which has been the 
general methodology most commonly used in testing models in business research, including previous studies on spiritual 
leadership. Whereas CB-SEM focuses on confirming theorized relationships with a proposed model, the focus of PLS-SEM 
is exploring proposed relationships and maximizing their explained variance (Hair et al., 2014a). As an emerging SEM tech-
nique, PLS-SEM offers not only the advantage of concentrating on exploring and predicting relationships, but also of model-
ing data that is not normally distributed or based on relatively smaller sample sizes (Lowry & Gaskin, 2014). Within the scope 
of this paper, while spiritual leadership, employee engagement, and organizational commitment are all well-established and 
empirically tested theories, spiritual leadership as a predictor of work engagement, combined with the proposed mediating 
effects of work engagement on organizational commitment has undergone little empirical research. Therefore, a PLS-SEM 
approach was employed to both confirm and explore the interrelationships between spiritual leadership, work engagement, 
and organizational commitment. 
  
4. Analyses and Results 
 
4.1 Measurement model 
 
As represented in Table 1, the scale reliabilities of the four latent measures were significant, ranging between .74 and .95, as 
well as positively correlated with each other, which supports this study’s hypothesized relationships. While not shown, the 
inter-correlations between lower dimensions, including vision, hope, altruistic love, meaning, membership, vigor, dedica-
tion, absorption, and organizational commitment, were also significant (p < .01) and consistent with expected relationships.  
 
Table 1  
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations (N = 207) 

 Variable M SD CR AVE 1 2 3 4 
1 SL 3.52 .73 .96 .62 .95    
2 SWB 3.51 .73 .93 .67 .87 .92   
3 WE 3.58 .66 .95 .61 .71 .78 .95  
4 OC 3.26 .70 .85 .66 .63 .65 .69 .74 

Note. The correlation coefficients were all significant at p < .01. Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities are represented in boldface. 
 
The reliability and validity of the measurement model was assessed using composite reliabilities (CR) and average variance 
extracted (AVE; Fornell & Larcker, 1981). As shown in Table 1, the calculated CR and AVE values were all above .70 and .50, 
respectively, which met the recommended thresholds in support of the model’s validity (Hair et al., 2014). The overall model 
fit was assessed by way of the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). The derived SRMR coefficient was .06, which 
was lower than the suggested threshold coefficient of .08, suggesting an overall good fit of this paper’s proposed model (Hair 
et al., 2017).  
 
4.2 Hypotheses analysis 
 
PLS-SEM based on principal components estimation through SmartPLS was used to assess the structural model by examining 
the path relationships in the model. First, the predictors in the structural model were examined for collinearity through variance 



 3532

inflation factor (VIF) values, which were within the suggested threshold range of between .20 to 5.0 (Hair et al., 2017). Second, 
as depicted in Figure 2, path analysis determined that the proposed relationships from spiritual leadership to SWB, work 
engagement, and organizational commitment were both positive and significant (p < .01). Notably, the effects from spiritual 
leadership to SWB and from SWB to work engagement were relatively high (i.e., above .75), supporting the importance of 
spiritual leadership and SWB in predicting employee work engagement. In contrast, the relatively lower path coefficient from 
work engagement to organizational commitment suggests that while work engagement impacts employees’ organizational 
commitment, there are other predictors of organizational commitment that are not captured through this proposed model. Next, 
as illustrated in Fig. 2, the explained levels of variance (i.e., R2) of the endogenous variables SWB, work engagement, and 
organizational commitment were .77, .62, and .49, respectively. Based on PLS-SE rules-of-thumb (i.e., high = .75, moderate 
= .50, low = .25) regarding the total predictive strength of exogenous variables on endogenous variables in a model, these 
levels of explained variance demonstrate substantial effects of spiritual leadership on SWB, while the effects on work engage-
ment and organizational commitment should be considered moderate (Hair et al., 2014a). In addition to R2 values, the effect 
sizes of the exogenous variables on endogenous variables through the ƒ2 effect were calculated. Based on guidelines (Hair et 
al., 2017) for assessing ƒ2 effects (i.e., small = .02, medium = .15, large = .35), the ƒ2 effects of spiritual leadership on organ-
izational commitment were medium (.12, p < .10), while the effects of work engagement on organizational commitment were 
slightly better (.15, p <.05) and the effects of SWB on work engagement were relatively high (.24, p < .01).  
 
Hypotheses were tested using path analysis and mediation testing guidelines, which examined the significance of both direct 
and indirect hypothesized path relationships as previously proposed in this paper (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). The hypotheses 
in this study proposed that employees’ work engagement and organizational commitment would be positively influenced by 
spiritual leadership through the intervening effects of SWB and work engagement, respectively. First, excluding all mediating 
effects, the direct effects of spiritual leadership on work engagement (β = .73; p < .01) and organizational commitment (β 
= .64; p < .01) were both positive and significant. Next, mediating variables were added to the structural model to assess the 
indirect effects of spiritual leadership on endogenous variables (see Table 2). The results confirmed that the indirect effects 
of spiritual leadership on work engagement through SWB were .56 (p < .01), lending support to Hypothesis 1. Moreover, the 
indirect serial mediating effects of SWB and work engagement on organizational commitment were .22 (p < .01), while the 
specific indirect effects of each mediator on organizational commitment were not significant, lending support to Hypothesis 
2. In addition, excluding the effects of spiritual leadership in the model, the embedded relationship of SWB’s influence on 
organizational commitment through work engagement indicated that employees’ organizational commitment was mediated 
through the effects of work engagement (β = .33, p < .01). In sum, the direct effects of spiritual leadership on endogenous 
variables, inclusive of mediating variables, fell to .17 (p = n.s.) for work engagement and .34 (p < .01) for organizational 
commitment, showing the relative importance of the mediators in explaining the relationship of spiritual leadership on work 
engagement and organizational commitment. 
 
Table 2 
Mediation results of proposed model 

 Direct effects Indirect mediation effects Serial effects Total effects 
Path (a) SWB (b) WE (c) (d) (a+b+c+d) 
SLSWBWEOC .34 .02* .06* .22 .64 
SLSWBWE .17* .56   .73 
SWBWEOC .29  .33  .62 

Note: *not significant. All path relationships are significant at p <.01, except as noted. Serial effects refer to the indirect, sequential effects 
of the mediating variables. Model 3 indicates the independent effects of SWB and WE on OC, excluding the effects of SL. SL = spiritual 
leadership, SWB = spiritual well-being, WE = work engagement, OC = organizational commitment 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Path coefficients and explained variance (R2) of the proposed structural model. 

Note: * not significant. Except as noted, all path relationships were significant (p < 0.01). Explained variance (R2) propor-
tions are shown in parentheses.  
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 5. Discussion 
 
The purpose of this study was to investigate how spiritual leadership and SWB affect employees’ work engagement and its 
subsequent influence on organizational commitment. Research results demonstrated that employees’ work engagement is 
significantly impacted by spiritual leadership, influenced by a heightened sense of meaningfulness in and at the workplace 
(Pratt & Ashforth, 2003), or SWB, which expands the constructs of spiritual leadership and employee engagement. Addition-
ally, the results showed that employees’ work engagement influence their commitment to the organization. In addition, as an 
intervening model, research results showed that organizational commitment is also explained through the sequential mediating 
effects of SWB and work engagement, which supports the call of researchers to more fully explore the intrinsic motivational 
mechanisms that explain the effects of spiritual leadership on employee behaviors (Chen et al., 2019; Meyer & Gagne, 2008).   
 
These findings suggest that young workers’ engagement and commitment to their work and organizations are roused when 
the organization and its leaders satisfy the higher-order, human spirit needs, such as service, respect, tolerance, and compas-
sion, that young workers expect in the workplace (Fry & Kriger, 2008). This paper’s findings suggest that the socio-psycho-
logical resources, such as SWB, that enable employees to become more fully engaged in their work can be enhanced through 
the influence of spiritual leadership (Fredrickson, 2001). In other words, the findings suggest that the mutually aligned values 
and collective social processes between leaders and employees that comprise spiritual leadership are the catalysts that spark 
feelings of well-being and intrinsic desire in employees to more fully engage in their work (Fry, 2003). These findings are 
aligned with existing research that shows the effects of spiritual leadership on employee attitudes and work roles, such as 
organizational commitment, OCB, and work-family conflict (Chen & Yang, 2012; Fry et al., 2005; Hunsaker, 2020), and the 
positive relationship between higher-order leadership constructs and employee engagement (Liu et al., 2018; Park et al., 2017).  
 
A secondary purpose of this study was to investigate the use of PLS-SEM as an effective, explanatory methodology of the 
predictive effects of spiritual leadership on endogenous variables. This was pursued through the analysis of the strength and 
significance of predicted relationships and the level of explained variance that spiritual leadership exhibits on endogenous 
variables (Hair et al., 2017). The research findings lend strong support to spiritual leadership as being a predictor of employees’ 
work engagement and organizational commitment, as evidenced by not only the significance and strength of the path coeffi-
cients between these relationships (see Figure 2), but also through the moderate to high explained variance (i.e., R2) of spiritual 
leadership on SWB, work engagement, and organizational commitment. Combined with the assessed ƒ2 effects of spiritual 
leadership on the endogenous variables in this study, these combined effects indicate that spiritual leadership plays an im-
portant predictive role in employees’ work engagement and organizational commitment. 
 
From a practical perspective, this study suggests that an organizational culture fueled by spiritual leadership not only meets 
the higher-order needs of young employees connected to being understood, appreciated, and making a meaningful impact at 
the workplace but also, more importantly, that such a climate provides employees with the personal resources to more fully 
and freely engage in their work. Based on this paper’s findings, to engage employees, practitioners should actively build and 
sustain organizational climates that embrace the “whole” selves of young workers in satisfying the attributes of the human 
spirit, for example, service, honesty, respect, empathy, dignity, comradery, and perseverance, that are fundamental underlying 
values of workplace spirituality and spiritual leadership (Fry, 2003; Ferguson & Milliman, 2008; Lee, Lovelace, & Manz, 
2014). Moreover, to influence the work engagement of employees, practitioners should confidently hire, promote, and train 
individuals that exhibit spiritual leadership behaviors, such as the ability to build a vision, strive for excellence, “walk the 
talk,” and altruistically serve and empower others (Fry & Nisiewicz, 2013). Research findings have demonstrated that trans-
formational leaders can impact the engagement of workers (Breevaart & Bakker, 2018) and that such interventions require 
not only senior leadership endorsement but also sustained, combined efforts at the organizational, job, and individual levels 
of the organization (Bakker et al., 2011). Finally, this study suggests that aside from the impact of spiritual leadership and 
work engagement on the commitment of employees to their organizations, other positive organizational outcomes, such as 
innovation and OCB, can arise from the intervening interaction of spiritual leadership and employee engagement. Given the 
perceived importance of employee engagement on organizational performance, future research should investigate the inter-
vening influence of spiritual leadership and work engagement, both as a mediator and moderator, on extra-role employee 
behaviors like innovative work behavior. 
 
This study has several limitations. First, despite the predictive benefits of PLS-SEM, the data of this study relied on cross-
sectional, self-reported data, which might lead to common method bias issues and reduce the generalizability of causal effects. 
To reduce such bias, survey participants were assured of anonymity, data were gathered from multiple sources, and diverse 
validity testing was performed using SEM. Second, the generalization of this study’s results may be limited in Western con-
texts due to the fact that the data were gathered from a Confucian culture. However, given the rise of individualism in Con-
fucian cultures due to the influence of Westernization, collectivist tendencies are diminishing, which suggests greater gener-
alizability of these results than previously assumed. Third, this study was based on a sample of employees from a variety of 
contemporary industries in order to improve the generalizability of results. However, given the unique leadership and cultural 



 3534

attributes that underpin the motivational process of spiritual leadership, future studies should validate these results in purpos-
ive, comparative samplings of known spiritual and contemporary organizations, as well as multi-group, multi-divisional anal-
yses to test the effects of spiritual leadership across both spiritual and “normal” organizations, and employees from diverse 
divisions or departments. Future studies can address these limitations by means of longitudinal and cross-cultural research 
designs. 
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