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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aims to investigate the mediating role of organizational learning in
the relationship between ethical and servant leadership and innovative work behavior in all
the principals in the elementary schools in Ahvaz, Iran.

Method: This research is descriptive in nature based on structural equation modeling, cross-
sectional in terms of time dimension, and survey-based in terms of data collection. The
statistical population consisted of all the principals of the elementary schools in Ahvaz (N
=597) in the academic year 2024-2025. The sample size, determined using Morgan’s table,
was 234 principals selected through simple random sampling. Data were collected using
standardized questionnaires: the Innovative Work Behavior Scale by Holman et al. (2012),
the Ethical Leadership at Work Questionnaire by Kalshoven et al. (2011), the Organizational
Learning Questionnaire by Jerez-Gomez et al. (2005), and the Servant Leadership
Questionnaire by Qolipour and Hazrati (2009). Data were analyzed using SPSS and PLS
statistical software. The statistical methods employed included Pearson correlation,
composite reliability assessment, model fit indices, and structural equation modeling.
Findings: The findings indicate that ethical leadership has a significant effect on principals’
innovative work behavior both directly (B = 0.77, t = 6.26, p < 0.01) and indirectly through
the mediating role of organizational learning (fp = 0.58, t = 9.31, p < 0.01). Servant
leadership also shows a significant relationship with innovative work behavior both directly
(B=0.85,t=8.96, p <0.01) and indirectly via organizational learning (f = 0.62,t=9.29, p
<0.01).

Conclusion: organizational learning strengthens the impact of these leadership styles on
principals’ innovative work behavior. It is suggested that school principals foster a culture
of organizational learning and adopt ethical and servant leadership styles to create a
foundation for innovation development in schools.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: The innovative work behavior has long been a subject of interest among
researchers, as it has been shown to enhance organizational performance and success (Al-Omari
etal., 2019; Al-Essa & Durugbo, 2022; Oldham & Cummings, 1996). Innovative work behavior
can be defined as the development, adoption, and implementation of new ideas related to
products, technologies, and work methods by employees (Yuan & Woodman, 2010). One of
the key factors influencing innovative work behavior is leadership. Over the past two decades,
significant attention has been devoted to leadership approaches and theories (Contreras et al.,
2017; Al-Heet et al., 2021; Rahmani & Dialameh, 2019).

Two recent meta-analyses (Lee et al., 2020; Hoch, 2018) have indicated that servant leadership
demonstrates greater predictive power than ethical, authentic, and transformational leadership
styles. As emphasized in Islamic teachings, service and humility are among the most essential
characteristics of leadership. The Prophet of Islam (PBUH) stated: “The leader of a people is
their servant”. Another leadership style that influences innovative work behavior is ethical
leadership (Ahmad Igbal et al., 2020). The Holy Qur’an also emphasizes the necessity of
adhering to ethical principles in management, as it states: “Indeed, Allah enjoins justice and
kindness...” (Nahl, 90). Liu et al. (2019) argue that ethical leadership improves employee
innovation both directly and indirectly through organizational learning by creating a positive
and supportive environment. Organizational learning is considered one of the most important
underlying factors facilitating innovative work behavior in organizations. Creating an
environment that supports knowledge acquisition, transfer, and sharing enables employees to
develop and implement new ideas. Although previous studies have examined the relationships
between ethical and servant leadership and innovative work behavior (Espehvand et al., 2024;
Askari Pour et al., 2020), between ethical and servant leadership and organizational learning
(Kordi & Nasti-Zaie, 2015; Akharbin et al., 2014; Usman & Hameed, 2017), and between
organizational learning and innovative work behavior (Lin & Lee, 2017; Anwar & Niode,
2017), comprehensive research examining all three constructs within a single structural
model—particularly in the cultural and educational context of Iran—is very limited. Therefore,
the purpose of the present study is to model the mediating role of organizational learning in the
relationship between ethical and servant leadership and innovative work behavior in the
elementary schools in Ahvaz, using structural equation modeling.

Research Method: This study was conducted in 2025 using a descriptive-correlational method.
The statistical population included all the principals of the elementary schools in the city of
Ahvaz (N = 597). Based on Morgan’s table, a sample of 234 eligible participants was selected
using random sampling. Data analysis was carried out using SPSS and AMOS software at two
levels: descriptive and inferential statistics, with a significance level of 0.05.

Results: The study sample consisted of 234 participants, of whom 131 (55.98%) were male and
103 (44.02%) were female. Regarding educational level, 89 participants (38.04%) held a
bachelor’s degree, 134 (57.26%) held a master’s degree, and 11 (4.07%) held a doctoral degree.
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Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of innovative work behavior, ethical
leadership, servant leadership, and organizational learning reflected a relatively favorable status
for all four variables among participants. The standard deviations showed a moderate dispersion
of responses around the mean. Moreover, positive and significant correlations were found
among all research variables. The highest correlation coefficient was observed between ethical
leadership and innovative work behavior (r =0.97, p <0.01). All direct paths (such as the effects
of ethical leadership and servant leadership on innovative work behavior and organizational
learning) as well as indirect paths (through organizational learning) showed strong regression
coefficients (greater than 0.30) and T-values exceeding 1.96, all of which were statistically
significant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.01). These findings confirm the research hypotheses
regarding the significant role of leadership styles and organizational learning in enhancing
innovative work behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion: The present study aims to examine the mediating role of
organizational learning in the relationship between ethical and servant leadership and
innovative work behavior in all the principals in the elementary schools in Ahvaz. The findings
reveal that organizational learning plays a mediating role in the relationship between ethical
leadership and innovative work behavior among the principals of the elementary schools in
Ahvaz. This result is consistent with the findings of Lin and Lee (2017) and Usman and Hameed
(2017) and suggests that organizational learning can serve as an explanatory mechanism for
this relationship. From the researcher’s perspective, ethical leadership activates learning
processes by fostering trust, providing transparent feedback, and encouraging knowledge
sharing. Subsequently, organizational learning creates the cultural and organizational
foundations necessary for the emergence of innovation. Therefore, the influence of ethical
leaders on innovation—especially in environments such as elementary schools, which are
characterized by established norms and routines—Ilargely operates through cultural and
organizational pathways rather than solely through individual motivation. Additionally, the
findings indicate that organizational learning mediates the relationship between servant
leadership and innovative work behavior among the principals of elementary schools in Ahvaz.
This result aligns with the findings of Akharbin et al. (2014) and Anwar and Niode (2017) and
suggests that servant leadership can expand the context for innovation by strengthening a
culture of learning. From the researcher’s viewpoint, servant leaders institutionalize a learning
culture by focusing on teachers’ personal growth and creating a safe environment for accepting
mistakes and experiential learning. This enables employees to develop and experiment with
new ideas. This mediating pathway emphasizes that promoting innovation in schools requires
investment in organizational learning processes and culture, alongside the adoption of human-
centered and supportive leadership styles.
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