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A glimpse into prosociality at work
Ingo Zettler1,2
Abstract

Prosociality is an important part of the work context. Em-
ployees, leaders, and organizations show various forms of
prosocial behavior such as supporting colleagues suffering
from heavy workload, voluntarily organizing social events
fostering a good organizational climate, or providing goods
and services that benefit society at large. From the plethora
of constructs related to prosociality at work, I herein provide
a brief introduction to the currently most prominent ones
with regard to organizational members in general (organi-
zational citizenship behavior) and leaders (servant leader-
ship), respectively. Moreover, I briefly sketch how research
on prosociality at work would likely profit from a stronger
integration of research from related fields, within and
beyond the organizational literature.
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1 Bolino and Grant [7] distinguish between prosocial motives (“the desire to benefit

others or expend effort out of concern for others”), prosocial behavior, and prosocial

impact (“the experience of making a positive difference in the lives of others through

one’s work”, both p. 603). For the sake of brevity, I largely focus on prosocial behavior
Prosocial behavior is widespread in the work life. Em-
ployees help colleagues with their tasks [1], mentors
support others in their career [2], and organizations
show corporate social responsibility to benefit multiple
stakeholders and society at large [3]. Correspondingly, a

large body of research has investigated the forms and
occurrences, as well as the antecedents, correlates, and
consequences of prosociality in the work context (e.g.,
[4e6]).
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Herein, I provide a brief introduction to prosocial
behavior in the work context, focusing on the currently
most important constructs related to prosociality of
organizational members in general and leaders, respec-
tively: organizational citizenship behavior and servant
leadership. Following this, I sketch more general ob-
servations with regard to research on prosociality at
work, including calling for more integration of knowl-
edge within and beyond the organizational literature.
Prosocial behavior in the work context
In their comprehensive review on prosociality at work,
Bolino and Grant [7] defined prosocial behavior as “ac-
tions that promote or protect the welfare of individuals,
groups, or organizations (p. 603).” 1 This definition is
well in line with other conceptualizations of prosocial
behavior [8]. Accordingly, prosocial behavior at work

includes activities such as helping newcomers [9],
supporting the work-life balance of others [10], or
reducing the energy consumption (thus showing pro-
environmental behavior) at work [11].

It is important to note, however, that the work life is
commonly characterized by repeated interactions with
mutual interdependences between people (e.g., be-
tween colleagues, between subordinates and their su-
pervisors, between organizational members and clients),
often spanning several years. In contrast to other set-

tings of prosocial behavior (e.g., giving money to a
stranger in a one-shot interaction), it can thus be quite
challenging to clearly disentangle “pure” prosocial (or
even altruistic) behavior at work from behavior that is
prosocial in terms of benefitting others, but shown for
selfish reasons in the first place. Employees who make
others feel better by using ingratiation as an impression
management tactic [12], for instance, also show proso-
cial behavior at work, according to the definition above
[7]. Additionally, employees whose job it is to support
others (e.g., nursing) show prosocial behavior at work-

dsimply by doing their job.

In the light of such entanglement, research on prosocial
behavior at work has largely focused on behavior that is
(a little bit) outside of what employees are expected to
herein.
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do as part of their job as well as of what employees
(probably) do for selfish reasons in particular. In this
regard, research has, for instance, investigated different
motives to show prosocial behavior at work, distin-
guishing between instrumental impression manage-
ment, concern about the organization, and prosocial
values [13]. Further, research has indicated that the
typically positively connoted construct of prosocial

behavior at work can have negative consequences (e.g.,
experiencing more negative emotions [14]) or that
behavior aimed at benefitting one’s organization can
“violate widely accepted (societal) moral norms” [[15],
p. 777] at the same time (e.g., presenting organizational
accounts in a better-than-real light).

Summarizing thus far, prosocial behavior at work occurs
frequently and hasdfor good reasonsdlargely been
considered as socially desirable behavior. At the same
time, its conceptualization explicitly acknowledges that

employees can show prosocial behavior as part of their
job or out of selfish concerns in particular, as well as that
the construct can entail positive and negative aspects
(for various involved agents) [7]. Turning to more con-
crete examples of prosocial behavior at work, I next
briefly introduce organizational citizenship behavior
(OCB), the construct related to prosociality in the
workplace that has received the most attention in the
last thirty years.
Organizational citizenship behavior
Organizational citizenship behavior2 includes “work
behaviors that support the broader organizational, social,
and psychological environment of an organization [16, p.
414].” Research often distinguishes between OCB
directed toward individuals (OCB-I) such as helping a
colleague and OCB directed toward the organization

(OCB-O) such as organizing social activities at the
workplace (e.g., a summer party). OCB-I and OCB-O
correlate substantially with each other, typically
around .60 (for meta-analyses, see e.g., [17,18]). There
are also several other classifications of OCB subdi-
mensions (see e.g., from [19,20]), a prominent one
including altruism/helping behavior, conscientiousness
(in brief, more-than-usual adherence to organizational
norms and practices), courtesy toward others, civic
virtue (constructive involvement in organizational pro-
cesses), and sportsmanship (tolerating inconveniences

at work).

From the various forms of OCB, in recent years espe-
cially change-oriented OCB and more specifically voice
behaviorddefined “as the discretionary or formal
expression of ideas, opinions, suggestions, or alternative
approaches directed to a specific target inside or outside
of the organization with the intent to change an
2 Research often also uses the terms contextual performance or extra-role behavior for

very similar or the same construct/s.

www.sciencedirect.com
objectionable state of affairs and to improve the current
functioning of the organization, group, or individ-
ual [[21],” p. 1531]dhave received increasing research
attention (e.g., [22e24]).

OCB is commonly considered as one of the three broad
dimensions making up employees’ job performance,
next to task performance (“the effectiveness with which

job incumbents perform activities that contribute to the
organization’s technical core either directly by imple-
menting a part of its technological process, or indirectly
by providing it with needed materials or services”; [25],
p. 99) and counterproductive work behavior or work-
place deviance (“any intentional behavior on the part of
an organization member viewed by the organization as
contrary to its legitimate interests”; [26], p. 30). OCB
correlates positively with task performance (typically
around .50; for meta-analyses, see e.g., [18,27]) and
negatively with counterproductive work behavior

(typically around �.25; for meta-analyses, see e.g.,
[16,17]). More generally, employees’ OCB also relates to
actual rewards (e.g., financial rewards), and team-level
OCB relates to team-level performance [18].

As can be seen by these references, several reviews and
meta-analyses have investigated antecedents, corre-
lates, and consequences of OCB. Recent examples
include links between OCB and the HEXACO person-
ality traits (.00 � r � .35 [28]), different forms of work
motivation (�.07 � r � .34 [29]), workplace envy

(r = �.24 [30]), trust in the leader (r = .34 [31]),
ethical leadership (r= .34 [32]), or perceived corporate
social responsibility (r = .41 [33]).

Whereas OCB is largely considered as a socially desirable
construct, in the last decade research has focused more
and more strongly on unethical pro-organizational behavior,
“theorized as a set of actions that are unethical, but seek
to further the interests of the organization or its
agents [[34], p. X].” Prominent examples of unethical
pro-organizational behavior are withholding information
or misrepresenting the truth in order to make the or-

ganization look better in the public. Recent research
shows that unethical pro-organizational behavior is
positively related to aversive personality traits [35], to
feelings of both guilt and pride [36], to organizational
commitment [37], or to positive leadership experi-
ences [38].

Overall, there has been ample research on OCB in the
last decades. As a result, several relations between OCB
and other constructs have been identified on a general
level (e.g., via meta-analyses). Moreover, many more

specific mechanisms around OCB have been tested
(e.g., interaction effects between employee and orga-
nizational variables in predicting OCB, e.g. [39]), and
research is still active in delving into “new” forms of
OCB (e.g., voice, unethical pro-organizational behavior).
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 44:140–145
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In contrast to OCB that can be shown by all organiza-
tional members, leadership research has mainly linked
another construct to prosociality at work, namely, ser-
vant leadershipdwhich is briefly introduced next.
Servant leadership
Focusing on leaders, the construct that is currently most
strongly linked to prosociality is servant leadership,
prominently introduced by Greenleaf [40]. In their
recent review on this construct, Eva et al. [41] defined
servant leadership as “an (1) other-oriented approach to
leadership (2) manifested through one-on-one priori-
tizing 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 (p. 114).” In other words, servant
leaders are those who show a particularly strong orien-
tation toward the benefit of others.

Research on servant leadership has strongly increased in
the last 15 years [41]. A recent meta-analytic investiga-
tion by Lee et al. [42] showed that servant leadership
correlates substantially with transformational leadership
(in brief, leadership with a focus on idealized influence,

individualized consideration, inspirational motivation,
and intellectual stimulation; r = .52), and very highly
with two other prominent leadership constructs in the
realm of ethics and morality, namely, authentic leader-
ship (in brief, leadership with “a focus on self-awareness
andmoral self-concordance”, [[43], p. 151]; r= .84) and
ethical leadership (in brief, leadership with “a focus on
compliance with normative standards”, [[43], p. 150],
r = .82). Mirroring these high, but non-perfect correla-
tions, Lemoine et al. [[43]; see also [44]] discussed the
similarities and differences among servant, authentic,
and ethical leadership, concluding that servant leader-

ship, as compared to the two other constructs, “focuses
on benefiting multiple stakeholders (p. 152).” This
orientation toward others is also substantiated by a recent
meta-analysis showing that servant leadership correlates
with emotional intelligence (r= .57 [45]).

Obviously, several studies have investigated the re-
lations between servant leadership and important orga-
nizational outcomes, especially those of the leaders’
subordinates. Based on the meta-analytic investigation
by Lee et al. [42], servant leadership correlates with

both task performance and OCB, both on the individual-
and on the team-level (.25 � r � .54). Further, servant
leadership was found to correlate with individual-level
counterproductive work behavior (r = �.27), and to
account for all these outcomes beyond authentic,
ethical, and transformational leadership. Next to
performance-related outcomes, Zhang et al. [46] re-
ported meta-analytic correlations between servant
leadership and attitudes (e.g., organizational commit-
ment) and well-being of subordinates.
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 44:140–145
Not surprisingly, it has been suggested that relations
between servant leadership and positive work outcomes
(of leaders’ subordinates in particular) are moderated
and mediated by several factors (e.g., [41]). Although
first studies and even meta-analyses tested some po-
tential moderation and mediation effects alrea-
dydconsidering, for instance, follower self-interest [5]
or cultural dimensions [46]d, more systematic research

is needed before generalizations about when and why
servant leadership affects work outcomes can be made.
This notwithstanding, servant leadership attracts a lot of
research attention currently, being the most prominent
leadership construct strongly tied to the core of proso-
ciality, that is, an orientation toward benefitting others.
Conclusions
Next to OCB and servant leadership, several other
constructs have been established as examples of proso-
ciality in the work life, including, for instance, knowl-
edge sharing [47], mentoring [2], or pro-environmental
behavior (if not considered as part of OCB [11]). A
plethora of research has revealed antecedents, corre-
lates, and consequences of prosociality at work,
including personality traits, organizational climate fac-

tors, leadership variables, task performance, or career
outcomes. Given that several meta-analyses related to
prosociality at work have been conducted already, cur-
rent research often focuses on moderators or mediators
of (more or less) established relations, including cultural
differences. Moreover, as compared to the majority of
earlier research, current research also focuses more
strongly on both positive and negative effects of proso-
ciality (for different affected people) at work.

Clearly, research on prosociality at work has provided
many important insights. At the same time, organiza-

tional research is rich concerning other socially desirable
as well as ethically, morally, and socially questionable
tendencies and behaviors. In the last five years, for
instance, there have been comprehensive reviews and
meta-analyses on behavioral ethics in the workplace
[48], destructive leadership [49], ethical leadership
[50], generativity at work [51], or workplace ostracism
[52]. Often, individual and organizational factors that
are relevant for one kind of socially (un)desirable ten-
dencies and behaviors have been found to be relevant for
other kind of socially (un)desirable tendencies and be-

haviors, too. For instance, the basic personality dimen-
sion Honesty-Humility has been linked to, among other
constructs, abusive supervision, counterproductive work
behavior, OCB, and workplace ostracism, [28,53e55].
However, with a few exceptions (e.g., [43,44]), there are
hardly any comprehensive, large-scale attempts to bring
together knowledge across (un)desirable tendencies
and behaviors at work; for instance, do the same traits or
organizational climate factors affect OCB and workplace
ostracism via the same processes?
www.sciencedirect.com
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Next to a stronger large-scale integration of knowledge
within the organizational literature, research on proso-
ciality at work would profit from a stronger integration of
prosociality research from other fields, within and
beyond psychology. For instance, larger discussions on
potential differences between prosocial and altruistic
behavior [8] at work are largely absent. On another note,
research on prosociality at work is following recom-

mendations to foster reliable science (e.g., conducting
Registered Reports) more slowly as compared to other
streams of (prosociality) research, and would thus likely
benefit from a stronger consideration of respec-
tive recommendations.

To conclude, prosociality at work is a multifaceted
phenomenon, ranging from intentions over behavior to
actual outcomes, covering both desirable and less
desirable (e.g., selfish intentions, higher stress levels)
aspects [7]. Research on prosociality at work has been

active and fruitful for several decades, revealing several
important relations between and processes among con-
structs in the work context. With regard to the near
future, research on prosociality at work would probably
profit from a stronger large-scale integration of knowl-
edge from related organizational research fields (e.g.,
abusive or destructive behavior in organizations) as well
as from fields outside the organizational literature
focusing on prosociality.
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