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ABSTRACT
This research investigates the role of the chief executive officer (CEO) in facilitating corporate environmental responsibility, a 
pivotal strategy for contemporary organizations seeking to cope with environmental challenges. Drawing on upper echelons the-
ory and the cognitive–affective processing system framework, we expect that CEO environmentally specific servant leadership 
enhances corporate environmental responsibility by fostering proenvironmental values and passion within the top management 
team (TMT). Moreover, these indirect relationships are stronger (weaker) when TMT long-term orientation is high (low). Data 
from 505 TMT members from 145 Chinese manufacturing corporations indicate that CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership is positively related to corporate environmental responsibility, mediated by TMT proenvironmental values and pas-
sion in parallel. The results further reveal that TMT long-term orientation strengthens the indirect relationships between CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership and corporate environmental responsibility via TMT proenvironmental values and 
passion. This research expands the exploration of corporate environmental responsibility from the perspective of CEO–TMT 
interaction. It provides novel insights for practitioners seeking to facilitate corporate environmental responsibility through their 
leadership approach.

1   |   Introduction

In recent years, corporate operations have played a pivotal 
role in the growth of greenhouse gas emissions, which has 
significantly exacerbated environmental issues such as cli-
mate change and ecosystem damage (Krabbe et al. 2015). In 
response, governments and societies around the world are 
urging corporations to assume environmental responsibil-
ity, making decisions and engaging in activities that contrib-
ute to a better society and a cleaner environment (European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Employment, Social 
Affairs and Equal Opportunities  2001). Corporate environ-
mental responsibility—the commitment of corporations to 
environmental sustainability—encompasses a wide range of 
initiatives, including adopting clean energy solutions, green 
technology innovation, pollution reduction, and other activ-
ities aimed at environmental protection (Baughn et al. 2007; 
Cai et  al.  2016). The concept has increasingly garnered the 
attention of researchers, policymakers, and the public (Kim 
et al. 2017; Lahouel et al. 2022).
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The academic community has increasingly focused on iden-
tifying the drivers of corporate environmental responsibility. 
External drivers, which include environmental expectations 
from stakeholders such as investors, consumers, and govern-
mental entities, are shaped by institutional pressures, compet-
itive market forces, and local economic conditions (Delmas 
and Toffel  2008; Gao et  al.  2019; Kim et  al.  2017; Meng 
et al. 2016; Yan 2023). On the internal front, drivers such as 
organizational culture, ownership composition, organiza-
tional size, financial health, and governance structure, as well 
as the personal attributes of the chief executive officer (CEO) 
and the demographic profiles of managers, serve as key en-
ablers of corporate environmental responsibility (De Villiers 
et al.  2011; Karassin and Bar-Haim 2016; J. Xie et al.  2020). 
The influences on corporate environmental responsibility 
are multifaceted, extending beyond mere regulatory compli-
ance to include internal organizational dynamics. Challenges 
remain, however, in effectively implementing corporate en-
vironmental responsibility, especially when the top manage-
ment team (TMT) lacks a proactive, forward-thinking stance 
toward environmental issues. This lack of commitment can 
lead to superficial environmental initiatives without mean-
ingful impact. Devising strategies that cultivate a positive 
attitude toward environmental responsibility among TMT 
members is a critical concern for establishing corporate en-
vironmental responsibility. Upper echelons theory posits that 
the personal characteristics of a CEO significantly shape an 
organization's strategic direction and behaviors (Carpenter 
et al. 2004). As the most influential figure within a corpora-
tion, the CEO plays a pivotal role in identifying and address-
ing external opportunities and challenges (Herrmann and 
Nadkarni  2014). This influence is particularly pronounced 
in strategic decision-making, such as adopting environmen-
tal management practices. The present research, therefore, 
explores corporate environmental responsibility through the 
lens of CEO leadership, with a particular focus on the role of 
environmentally specific servant leadership in driving corpo-
rate environmental responsibility.

The effectiveness of promoting corporate environmental re-
sponsibility varies significantly with leadership style. Prior stud-
ies have explored a variety of leadership approaches, including 
transformational, transactional, and ethical leadership, among 
others (Boeske  2023; Deng et  al.  2023; Shakeel et  al.  2020). 
However, these styles typically center on organizational perfor-
mance or broad ethical principles and may not fully capture the 
specific environmental demands facing modern corporations. 
Environmentally specific servant leadership integrates envi-
ronmental values and goals into its core practices, emphasizing 
the needs of team members within environmental initiatives 
and recognizing their contributions to environmental respon-
sibility (Aboramadan et  al.  2021; Luu  2019, 2021; Vatankhah 
et al. 2024). This style represents a significant advancement in 
leadership theory by setting a strong proenvironmental exam-
ple and encouraging members to pursue sustainability goals 
(Luu 2020).

Although numerous leadership styles appear in the literature, 
environmentally specific servant leadership stands out for its di-
rect alignment with the environmental objectives central to this 
study. Empirical evidence indicates that it positively influences 

members' environmental identification, proenvironmental be-
haviors, and green innovation (Aboramadan et al. 2021; Afsar 
et al. 2018; Luu 2021). By focusing on long-term sustainability 
and prioritizing environmental values, this leadership approach 
is uniquely suited to support and enhance corporate environ-
mental responsibility—an area where other styles may not offer 
the same strategic focus. Therefore, we adopt an environmen-
tally specific servant leadership perspective to examine the 
impact of CEO leadership style on corporate environmental 
responsibility.

Upper echelons theory underscores the critical influence 
of the TMT in shaping corporate strategy, indicating that 
strategic decisions mirror not only the personal characteris-
tics of the CEO but also the collective attributes of the TMT 
(Hambrick and Mason  1984). Together, the TMT and CEO 
constitute the most influential group within the corporation 
and determine the corporation's strategic direction. Bromiley 
and Rau  (2016) highlight the significant role the CEO plays 
in shaping the TMT's perspectives, which in turn influence 
the organization's management practices and overall behav-
ior. Given the integral role of the TMT in implementing the 
CEO's strategic visions and decisions (Lin and Rababah 2014), 
we focus on the role of TMT characteristics in linking CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership to corporate en-
vironmental responsibility.

Specifically, we aim to investigate how TMT can translate 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership to further 
strengthen corporate environmental responsibility. To illu-
minate the mechanisms behind this translation process, we 
draw on the cognitive–affective processing system frame-
work (Mischel and Shoda 1995). This framework suggests that 
human cognition and affection are two fundamental systems 
jointly influencing responses to situational stimuli (Mischel 
and Shoda  1995). Accordingly, the present research endeav-
ors to examine whether proenvironmental cognition and af-
fection within the TMT act as mediators in the relationship 
between CEO environmentally specific servant leadership 
and corporate environmental responsibility. For the cognitive 
mediator, the present research particularly focuses on proen-
vironmental values in the TMT. Human value is conceptual-
ized as a fundamental cognitive framework through which 
individuals interpret and respond to situational stimuli and 
serves as a critical link between leadership and corporate be-
havior (Shao et  al.  2012). Environmentally specific servant 
leadership inspires the TMT to make a commitment to the 
natural environment (Aboramadan et  al.  2021; Luu  2020), 
cultivating proenvironmental values and subsequently moti-
vating the corporation to incorporate environmental respon-
sibility into its strategy. We concentrate on proenvironmental 
passion within the TMT as the affective mediator. Corporate 
behavioral decisions are, to some extent, influenced by TMT 
affection (Barsade and Gibson  2007). Environmentally spe-
cific servant leadership can stimulate a passion for environ-
mental protection among organizational members (Luu 2021). 
Given its contagious nature, this passion can be disseminated 
from individual managers to the entire TMT through daily in-
teraction. Consequently, a shared passion within a TMT can 
substantially bolster a corporation's commitment to fulfilling 
its environmental responsibility.
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To clearly understand the relationships between CEO environ-
mentally specific servant leadership, TMT cognitive and affec-
tive, and corporate environmental responsibility, the present 
research explores the boundary conditions influencing these 
relationships. Environmental responsibility requires a long-
term commitment to strategic planning and the sustained pur-
suit of goals (Klassen  2001). The United States, the European 
Union, Japan, and South Korea have all pledged to achieve car-
bon neutrality by 2050, whereas China, Indonesia, and Saudi 
Arabia are targeting 2060. Notably, major corporations such 
as IBM, Facebook, Apple, General Motors, and Amazon have 
similarly established carbon neutrality deadlines between 2030 
and 2040. These commitments highlight the critical importance 
of adopting a long-term strategic perspective that integrates en-
vironmental responsibility into forward-looking planning and 
decision-making (Wang and Bansal  2012). Adopting this stra-
tegic perspective enables the TMT to prioritize enduring en-
vironmental goals over short-term gains, mitigating the risks 
associated with environmental initiatives and strengthening the 
organization's commitment to environmental responsibility. In 
contrast, a TMT with a short-term orientation may be less will-
ing to tolerate the uncertainty of environmental initiatives, po-
tentially curtailing efforts to fulfill environmental obligations. 
The present research therefore investigates the moderating role 
of the TMT long-term orientation in the relationships between 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership, TMT proen-
vironmental values and passion, and corporate environmental 
responsibility.

The present research makes several contributions to the litera-
ture. First, it extends existing work by adopting the perspective 
of CEO environmentally specific servant leadership. Although 
prior studies have largely concentrated on institutional determi-
nants, we posit that CEO leadership plays a key role in corporate 
environmental responsibility. Second, it explores the mecha-
nisms linking CEO environmentally specific servant leadership 
to corporate environmental responsibility, highlighting the me-
diators of TMT proenvironmental values and passion. Grounded 
in the cognitive–affective processing system framework, the 
present research distinguishes between cognitive mechanisms, 
represented by proenvironmental values, and affective mecha-
nisms, captured by proenvironmental passion. This dual focus 
provides a comprehensive view of how CEO leadership influ-
ences corporate environmental responsibility through both cog-
nitive and emotional pathways. Finally, this research introduces 
TMT long-term orientation as a critical boundary condition for 
the cognitive–affective mechanism linking CEO environmen-
tally specific servant leadership to corporate environmental 
responsibility. This research provides actionable insights for 
practitioners seeking to leverage this leadership approach to 
better integrate environmental concerns into strategic planning 
and decision-making, thereby promoting corporate environ-
mental responsibility.

2   |   Theory and Hypotheses

As critical agents of environmental governance, corpora-
tions must effectively execute their environmental respon-
sibilities. The CEO plays a central role in this execution, 
as their leadership style significantly influences corporate 

behavior. Grounded in upper echelons theory (Hambrick and 
Mason  1984) and the cognitive–affective processing system 
framework (Mischel and Shoda  1995), this research aims to 
uncover the mechanisms within the relationship between 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership and corpo-
rate environmental responsibility.

Upper echelons theory holds that organizational strategies 
and performance are closely linked to CEO leadership style 
and TMT attributes (Hambrick  2007). Building on this con-
cept, we examine how CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership can enhance corporate environmental responsibil-
ity by shaping the psychological characteristics of the TMT. 
We posit that the CEO's influence on the TMT, combined 
with the TMT's influence on organizational strategy, creates 
a pathway through which corporate environmental respon-
sibility can be realized. To understand this process, this re-
search incorporates the cognitive–affective processing system 
framework, which describes fundamental human responses 
to organizational events (Koopman et al. 2016). Mischel and 
Shoda (1995) highlight that situational stimuli shape human 
cognitive and affective psychological units (including value 
cognition and passion response), which fundamentally guide 
decision-making. In organizational settings, leadership plays 
a crucial role in eliciting specific values and passion among 
team members, guiding their behavior (Hernandez  2012). 
Accordingly, we explore whether TMT proenvironmental 
values and passion mediate the relationship between CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership and corporate en-
vironmental responsibility.

The cognitive–affective processing system framework also 
suggests that psychological tendencies shape how individuals 
perceive situational factors, amplifying or attenuating their 
cognitive and affective responses (Mischel and Shoda  1995). 
Therefore, this research proposes that long-term orienta-
tion—the psychological tendency to focus on the long-term 
consequences and effects of decisions and actions (Lumpkin 
et al. 2010)—has a moderating role. Specifically, TMTs with a 
stronger long-term orientation are more likely to adopt a future-
focused perspective, prioritize strategic resource development, 
and invest in environmental initiatives, thereby promoting cor-
porate environmental responsibility.

2.1   |   CEO Environmentally Specific Servant 
Leadership and Corporate Environmental 
Responsibility

Corporate environmental responsibility, or the integration 
of environmental concerns into a corporation's strategy and 
operational framework, is influenced by both external (e.g., 
regulatory bodies, investors, local communities, the pub-
lic, and media) and internal forces. Leadership is a crucial 
predictor of corporate environmental responsibility (Egri 
and Herman  2000; Papagiannakis and Lioukas  2018). 
Environmentally specific servant leadership—a concept that 
focuses on establishing environmental role models, trans-
mitting environmental values, and facilitating members' 
proenvironmental actions—specifically plays a pivotal role in 
enhancing green performance (Luu 2020).
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According to upper echelons theory, as the highest authority 
within an organization, the CEO wields substantial influence 
over a firm's strategic direction (Herrmann and Nadkarni 2014; 
A. Y. Zhang et al. 2011). By exhibiting environmentally specific 
servant leadership that cultivates environmental value and skill 
among members, encourages members to participate in environ-
mental activities, and pursues environmental goals (Luu 2019), 
the CEO can effectively facilitate corporate environmental re-
sponsibility. This leadership style harmonizes organizational 
and societal aspirations, aiding in the strategic implementation 
of corporate environmental responsibility by centering on an 
environmental vision (Luu 2019; Tuan 2021). It enables corpo-
rations to fulfill their environmental responsibilities while min-
imizing negative impacts on the environment. In essence, by 
committing to environmental stewardship, dedicating sufficient 
time and effort to protect the environment, CEO environmen-
tally specific servant leadership can facilitate the fulfillment of 
corporate environmental responsibility. Therefore, the follow-
ing hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1.  CEO environmentally specific servant leader-
ship is positively related to corporate environmental responsibility.

2.2   |   The Mediating Role of TMT 
Proenvironmental Values

We expect the relationship between CEO environmentally spe-
cific servant leadership and corporate environmental respon-
sibility to be mediated by TMT proenvironmental values. The 
CEO plays a crucial role in conveying the value norms of the or-
ganization to TMT members through verbal and behavioral cues 
(Giberson et al. 2009; Shao et al. 2012). In the present research, 
we focus on proenvironmental values, which refer to ethical 
principles and beliefs that prioritize the conservation and im-
provement of the environment (Steg and Vlek 2009). Individuals 
with strong proenvironmental values believe in the importance 
of maintaining a balance with nature and see themselves as part 
of a larger community that includes the environment. In turn, 
these values influence their attitudes and actions toward envi-
ronmental protection.

We propose that CEO environmentally specific servant lead-
ership shapes proenvironmental values in the TMT through 
mechanisms of value transmission and internalization. Value 
transmission refers to how leaders convey norms and priorities 
to their team members, who adopt these values by observing 
and emulating the leader's behavior (Bandura 1977; Brown and 
Trevino  2006). Through internalization, team members inte-
grate these values into their personal belief systems, aligning 
their decisions and actions with organizational goals (Lord and 
Brown 2001).

CEOs who exhibit environmentally specific servant leadership 
act as environmental role models by embedding sustainability 
practices into strategic decisions, policies, and day-to-day op-
erations (Luu 2020). By demonstrating a genuine commitment 
to environmental stewardship, the CEO signals that environ-
mental concerns are integral to organizational success (Brown 
and Trevino  2006). This modeling effect not only facilitates a 
culture where environmental responsibility is recognized as a 

core component of the firm's strategic vision but also elevates the 
salience of proenvironmental values within the TMT.

By actively communicating environmental principles and 
embedding them into the organization's vision and mission 
statements, the CEO reinforces proenvironmental values and 
encourages TMT members to align their personal values with 
those of the firm (Egri and Herman  2000). Environmentally 
specific servant leadership at the CEO level results in policies 
and reward systems that promote environmental responsibility, 
creating organizational structures that support value alignment.

Effective servant leadership practices allow the influence of the 
CEO to foster a cohesive value system within the TMT (H. C. Lin 
et al. 2016). Leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping subordi-
nates' self-concepts and aligning those with the organization's 
values and strategic goals (Lord and Brown 2001). Building on 
this logic, CEOs who exhibit environmentally specific servant 
leadership are expected to actively engage in discussions about 
environmental responsibility, guiding TMT members to inter-
nalize proenvironmental values. This process not only shapes 
individual self-concepts but also fosters the development of a 
shared value system within the TMT. As a result, the proenvi-
ronmental values of the TMT are consistently cultivated and re-
inforced under the guidance of environmentally specific servant 
leadership. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2a.  CEO environmentally specific servant lead-
ership is positively related to TMT proenvironmental values.

Building on upper echelons theory, we posit that TMT proen-
vironmental values positively relate to corporate environmen-
tal responsibility. Corporate environmental responsibility goes 
beyond merely meeting environmental standards (Kazancoglu 
et  al.  2021), reflecting a value cognition that captures organi-
zational members' perceptions of its importance. TMT proen-
vironmental values establish a normative framework against 
which strategic corporate initiatives are evaluated, ensuring 
that environmental considerations are integrated into decision-
making and operational processes (Steg, Bolderdijk, et al. 2014). 
This unified approach enables the TMT to align corporate ini-
tiatives with both shareholder expectations and environmental 
responsibility. During the implementation phase of these proen-
vironmental initiatives, a strong proenvironmental value sys-
tem drives the TMT to propose eco-friendly strategies, examine 
corporate operations for environmental impact (Lee et al. 2013), 
and adopt operational or managerial improvements that priori-
tize environmental responsibility.

By conveying an environmental vision, cultivating environmen-
tal knowledge and skills in the TMT, and allocating resources for 
environmental activities, CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership effectively nurtures proenvironmental values in the 
TMT. Consequently, we believe that environmentally specific 
servant leadership at the CEO level advances corporate environ-
mental responsibility by fostering proenvironmental values in 
the TMT. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2b.  TMT proenvironmental values mediate the 
positive relationship between CEO environmentally specific serv-
ant leadership and corporate environmental responsibility.
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2.3   |   The Mediating Role of TMT 
Proenvironmental Passion

We expect the relationship between CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership and corporate environmental re-
sponsibility to be mediated by TMT proenvironmental passion. 
According to Robertson and Barling (2013), proenvironmental 
passion refers to a profound, affirmative emotional commitment 
to environmental conservation that encourages proactive en-
vironmental behaviors. When passion operates as a collective 
emotional state, it can permeate among group members, lead-
ing to a unified affective commitment within the team (Barsade 
et  al.  2018; Prochazkova and Kret  2017). Following this logic, 
proenvironmental passion can be spread, transmitted, and 
shared among TMT members, resulting in TMT-wide proenvi-
ronmental passion.

We posit that CEO environmentally specific servant leadership 
fosters proenvironmental passion in the TMT by enhancing 
emotional contagion and intrinsic motivation. Emotional conta-
gion refers to the process by which emotions transfer from one 
individual to another within a group via verbal and nonverbal 
cues, including tone of voice, facial expressions, body language, 
and emotional mimicry (Barsade  2002). The mimicked emo-
tions reinforce the original emotions, forming a feedback loop 
that amplifies the shared emotional state. Leaders play a crucial 
role in initiating emotional contagion and determining the emo-
tional climate of a group (Cardon  2008). When CEOs express 
genuine enthusiasm and commitment toward environmental 
sustainability, we expect that they transmit these positive emo-
tions to TMT members. Passionate communication—evident 
in inspirational speeches, enthusiastic gestures, and consistent 
proenvironmental actions—serves as a powerful cue that TMT 
members are able to observe and emulate. This shared passion 
is further amplified through emotional contagion, strengthen-
ing the collective proenvironmental commitment within the 
TMT. By initiating and sustaining a positive emotional climate 
focused on environmental sustainability, CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership cultivates TMT proenvironmental 
passion.

By providing support, autonomy, and resources, CEOs exhib-
iting environmentally specific servant leadership satisfy the 
psychological needs of TMT members, enhancing their intrin-
sic motivation toward environmental initiatives (Ryan and 
Deci 2000). This heightened intrinsic motivation, in turn, lays 
the foundation for deeper engagement and passion within TMT. 
Through the active support of TMT members' autonomy and 
competence, CEOs create conditions under which individuals 
develop a passionate commitment to environmentally responsi-
ble activities that align with their interests and values (Vallerand 
et al. 2003). CEOs who engage TMT members in environmental 
projects and recognize their contributions boost their intrinsic 
motivation for achieving environmental goals. This affective en-
gagement transcends the cognitive alignment of values, tapping 
into an emotional drive that fosters persistent and enthusiastic 
involvement in environmental initiatives. Consequently, envi-
ronmentally specific servant leadership at the CEO level fosters 
proenvironmental passion in the TMT through emotional con-
tagion and the cultivation of intrinsic motivation. Thus, the fol-
lowing hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2c.  CEO environmentally specific servant lead-
ership is positively related to TMT proenvironmental passion.

TMT proenvironmental passion is expected to significantly 
contribute to the advancement of corporate environmental re-
sponsibility. Vallerand and Verner-Filion  (2013) suggest that 
individuals are motivated to actively and vigorously partici-
pate in activities they are passionate about. Cardon et al. (2009) 
similarly indicate that entrepreneurial passion motivates indi-
viduals to exert effort toward entrepreneurial goals. Drawing 
on this logic, we believe proenvironmental passion in the TMT 
can prompt additional actions conducive to corporate environ-
mental responsibility. This perspective is in harmony with the 
broader notion that individuals are inclined to allocate more 
time and energy toward pursuits that align with their passions 
(Hofstede  2001). In essence, TMT proenvironmental passion 
can influence decision-making and management practices in 
favor of environmental considerations, supporting corporate 
initiatives protecting the environment and promoting corporate 
environmental responsibility. Accordingly, the following hy-
pothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2d.  TMT proenvironmental passion mediates 
the positive relationship between CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership and corporate environmental responsibility.

2.4   |   The Moderating Role of the Long-Term 
Orientation of the TMT

A critical question exists as to when CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership is most effective in eliciting TMT 
proenvironmental values and passion. Drawing upon the cog-
nitive–affective processing system framework, we propose that 
psychological tendencies significantly shape how individuals 
perceive and respond to situational characteristics (Lumpkin 
et al. 2010), thereby altering the activation of cognitive and af-
fective responses. Specifically, TMT long-term orientation rep-
resents a psychological inclination toward considering distant, 
rather than immediate outcomes. We consider TMT long-term 
orientation to be a moderator of the relationship between CEo 
environmentally specific servant leadership and corporate envi-
ronmental responsibility.

The importance of long-term orientation for corporate so-
cial responsibility is well documented. Graafland and 
Noorderhaven  (2020) demonstrate that long-term orientation 
significantly influences corporate social responsibility activ-
ities, particularly by fostering a greater emphasis on environ-
mental responsibility. Initially conceptualized as an individual's 
temporal perspective, long-term orientation profoundly affects 
decision-making by guiding goal prioritization and resource al-
location over time (Y. Lin et al. 2019). Compared to those with 
short-term orientations, individuals with long-term orientations 
tend to exhibit a greater preference for risk-taking and innova-
tion (Abu-Rahma and Jaleel 2017). By extension, TMTs with a 
long-term orientation are generally concerned with whether cor-
porate strategic decisions reflect long-term planning and tend 
to focus on future benefits to the enterprise and the sustained 
acquisition of competitive advantages (Wang and Bansal 2012). 
In contrast, TMTs with a weaker long-term orientation are more 
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focused on current corporate performance, prioritizing business 
strategies that enhance economic benefits in the current phase.

We posit that CEO environmentally specific servant leadership 
is more likely to boost proenvironmental values in TMTs with 
a stronger long-term orientation. TMT long-term orientation 
reflects the extent to which the TMT values future strategies, 
delayed gratification, and long-term benefits (Hofstede  2001; 
Y. Lin et al. 2019). TMTs with a high level of long-term orien-
tation are more likely to appreciate and internalize the proen-
vironmental values advocated for by the CEO. Environmental 
responsibility initiatives often require long-term commitments 
and may not yield immediate financial returns (Flammer and 
Bansal  2017); a CEO who demonstrates environmentally spe-
cific servant leadership articulates a vision that aligns with long-
term environmental goals, resonating with TMT members who 
prioritize future strategies.

According to the perspective of person–organization fit, when 
individuals perceive congruence between their personal values 
and the goals and vision of their organization, they experience 
greater commitment and engagement (Kristof 1996). In this con-
text, TMTs with stronger long-term orientation perceive a tight 
fit between their personal values and the organization's environ-
mental responsibility. This alignment facilitates the CEO's trans-
mission of environmentally responsible values to TMT members 
and promotes the TMT's internalization of these values, as TMT 
members become more motivated to support and advance initia-
tives that align with their own long-term perspectives.

TMTs with a strong long-term orientation are more willing to 
integrate proenvironmental values into the organization's stra-
tegic vision and policies (Slawinski and Bansal  2015). They 
recognize the potential of environmental initiatives that may 
require short-term sacrifices in exchange for long-term benefits 
(Slawinski and Bansal  2015). Although CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership provides necessary guidance and 
support, the extent to which these values take root within the 
organization ultimately depends on the long-term orientation of 
the TMT.

Conversely, TMTs with a weak long-term orientation may focus 
more on short-term gains and immediate results, making them 
less likely to internalize or prioritize the proenvironmental val-
ues advocated for by the CEO. They may regard environmental 
initiatives as costly or detracting from short-term performance 
goals (Marginson and McAulay 2008). When the TMT exhibits 
high levels of long-term orientation, the positive effect of CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership on proenvironmen-
tal values in the TMT is strengthened. Thus, the following hy-
pothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3a.  TMT long-term orientation positively moder-
ates the relationship between CEO environmentally specific serv-
ant leadership and TMT proenvironmental values.

Because the relationship between CEO environmentally spe-
cific servant leadership and TMT proenvironmental values 
is stronger (weaker) when the TMT long-term orientation is 
strong (weak), we expect the indirect relationship between 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership and corporate 

environmental responsibility via TMT proenvironmental values 
to be stronger (weaker) when the TMT long-term orientation is 
high (low). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3b.  TMT long-term orientation positively mod-
erates the indirect relationship between CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership and corporate environmental respon-
sibility via TMT proenvironmental values.

We further posit that CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership is more likely to boost proenvironmental passion 
in the TMT when TMT long-term orientation is strong. TMT 
proenvironmental passion refers to strong positive emotions 
and enthusiasm for environmental initiatives among the TMT 
(Cardon et al. 2009).

TMTs with a strong long-term orientation are intrinsically moti-
vated by long-term environmental goals and are therefore more 
likely to emotionally engage with these initiatives. When a CEO 
exhibits environmentally specific servant leadership, their pas-
sion and commitment to environmental sustainability can lead 
to emotional contagion within the TMT (Barsade 2002). TMT 
members with a long-term orientation are more susceptible to 
this emotional contagion because they value long-term gains 
and are motivated by future-oriented goals.

TMTs with a strong long-term orientation are also more likely 
to perceive the CEO's environmental initiatives as aligned with 
their own expectations for the organization's long-term suc-
cess. This perceived alignment not only strengthens their emo-
tional connection and commitment to environmental projects 
(Morrison and Phelps  1999) but also reinforces their intrinsic 
motivation by demonstrating how these initiatives reflect their 
long-term aspirations (Ryan and Deci 2000). In this way, CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership is more likely to 
elicit proenvironmental passion among TMTs with a strong 
long-term orientation.

In contrast, TMTs with a weak long-term orientation may not 
fully recognize the long-term benefits of environmental respon-
sibility and, as a result, exhibit weaker emotional engagement 
when developing proenvironmental passion. Focusing on short-
term outcomes also reduces TMTs' sensitivity to emotional con-
tagion and intrinsic motivation inspired by the CEO. Therefore, 
when a TMT exhibits high levels of long-term orientation, the 
positive impact of CEO environmentally specific servant leader-
ship on TMT proenvironmental passion is strengthened. Thus, 
the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 4a.  TMT long-term orientation positively mod-
erates the relationship between CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership and TMT proenvironmental passion.

Because the relationship between CEO environmentally spe-
cific servant leadership and TMT proenvironmental passion is 
stronger (weaker) when the TMT long-term orientation is high 
(low), we expect the indirect relationship between CEO envi-
ronmentally specific servant leadership and corporate environ-
mental responsibility via TMT proenvironmental passion to be 
stronger (weaker) when the TMT long-term orientation is high 
(low). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:
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Hypothesis 4b.  TMT long-term orientation positively mod-
erates the indirect relationship between CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership and corporate environmental respon-
sibility via TMT proenvironmental passion.

The theoretical model is presented in Figure 1.

3   |   Methods

To assess the hypotheses, this investigation utilized a ques-
tionnaire to gather data from corporate TMTs. A regression 
analysis was conducted with the collected data to determine 
the validity of the hypotheses against the empirical evidence. 
Details on the corporations and TMT participants involved 
in this research are presented in the following section, as 
well as a description of the measurement tools utilized in the 
research.

3.1   |   Participants and Procedure

This investigation collected data from 145 manufacturing 
corporations across China. As a major consumer of resources 
and energy, the manufacturing industry constitutes approxi-
mately 30.7% of China's GDP and consumes 3070.86 million 
tons of standard coal or 53.7% of the nation's total energy 
consumption in 2022 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 
Department of Energy Statistics 2023). The sector is also a sig-
nificant source of industrial wastewater and greenhouse gas 
emissions, meaning it plays a central role in China's sustain-
able development agenda.

Although environmental regulatory pressures on the manufac-
turing industry are less stringent than on other high-pollution 
sectors such as steel, energy, and mining, the growing empha-
sis on sustainable development has positioned the manufac-
turing industry as a key target of environmental policies and 
regulations (Ministry of Industry and Information Technology 
et al. 2024). The industry's substantial resource and energy con-
sumption means it must rapidly adapt to environmental policy 
changes (Zou et al. 2024), which can involve adjusting produc-
tion processes, investing in greener technologies, and meeting 
evolving regulatory requirements. These frequent and costly 
adaptations place considerable demands on the environmental 
awareness and strategic decision-making of industry leaders. In 
light of these challenges, this research investigates the role of 

CEO environmentally specific servant leadership in fostering 
corporate environmental responsibility within manufacturing 
corporations.

Prior to conducting the survey, the research team engaged with 
TMT members and human resources managers to communicate 
the objectives of the research and gather preliminary insights 
about the participating corporations. The voluntary survey spe-
cifically targeted TMT members. To ensure accuracy and foster 
candid feedback, participants were informed of the academic 
purpose of the research and assured of the anonymity of their 
responses, alleviating any concerns about impact on their per-
sonal interests.

The survey questionnaire consisted of three sections, including 
demographic information, corporate profile, and measurement 
items for the variables of interest. The survey was completed se-
quentially, covering the following topics: environmentally specific 
servant leadership at the CEO level, proenvironmental values in 
the TMT, proenvironmental passion in the TMT, TMT long-term 
orientation, and corporate environmental responsibility.

To reduce the potential for common method bias and introduce 
a temporal separation between responses, the questionnaire was 
divided into distinct parts on separate pages. Clear instructions 
reinforced the prescribed order of completion, minimizing the 
risk of participant fatigue or consistency bias. Psychological dis-
tancing techniques that framed each section as distinct research 
were incorporated to further reduce the likelihood of interde-
pendent or biased answers.

The questionnaire was administered through in-person vis-
its, reducing potential response biases associated with online 
methods. A total of 703 questionnaires were distributed to TMT 
members in the participating corporations, yielding 505 valid 
responses for a response rate of 71.83%. Given the diverse scope 
of the manufacturing sector, participating corporations were 
categorized based on their primary subindustry classifications. 
Electronics manufacturing constituted approximately 30% 
of the sample (n = 44), machinery accounted for 25% (n = 36), 
chemicals represented 20% (n = 29), and the remaining 25% 
(n = 36) was made up of sectors such as textiles, food processing, 
and automotive components.

On average, the surveyed corporations employed 118.09 people 
(SD = 50.99). Of the TMT members, 316 (62.57%) were female, 
and 189 (37.43%) were male. In terms of educational attain-
ment, 99 TMT members (19.60%) had an associate's degree or 
lower, 323 (63.96%) held a bachelor's degree, and 83 (16.44%) 
possessed a graduate degree or higher. The average age of TMT 
members was 38.89 years (SD = 7.01), with an average tenure of 
87.36 months (SD = 6.46).

3.2   |   Measures

All measures were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). To evaluate the 
homogeneity of ratings within a team and justify the aggregation 
of the measures to the group level, we used the tool developed by 
Biemann et al. (2012) to calculate the within-group agreement FIGURE 1    |    Theoretical model.
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(rWG) and intraclass correlation coefficients 1 and 2 (ICC1 and 
ICC2). The rWG index compares observed within-group vari-
ances to the expected variance of random responses. Mean rWG 
values above 0.60 indicate highly homogeneous scores within a 
team (George and Bettenhausen 1990). ICC1 provides informa-
tion on the ratio of between-group variance to total variance, 
whereas ICC2 indicates the reliability of average team percep-
tions (Bliese  2000). ICC1 values above 0.12 (James  1982) and 
ICC2 values above 0.50 (Koo and Li  2016) indicated desirable 
scores. All English-based measures within the questionnaire 
were translated into Chinese prior to administration using 
“translation/back translation” procedures (Brislin 1986).

3.2.1   |   CEO Environmentally Specific 
Servant Leadership

We used Aboramadan et al.'s (2021) seven-item scale to measure 
environmentally specific servant leadership based on the direct 
consensus approach (Chan  1998). An example item was “my 
CEO leader would not compromise environmental principles to 
achieve success” (Cronbach's α = 0.91, ICC1 = 0.47, ICC2 = 0.77, 
mean rWG = 0.88).

3.2.2   |   TMT Proenvironmental Values

We used Steg, Dreijerink, et al.'s (2005) nine-item scale to mea-
sure TMT proenvironmental values based on the direct consen-
sus approach (Chan 1998). An example item was “we (as TMT 
members) feel obliged to prevent environmental degradation as 
possible” (Cronbach's α = 0.94, ICC1 = 0.44, ICC2 = 0.75, mean 
rWG = 0.89).

3.2.3   |   TMT Proenvironmental Passion

We used Li et al.'s (2020) eight-item scale to measure TMT proen-
vironmental passion based on the direct consensus approach 
(Chan 1998). An example item was “we (as TMT members) enjoy 
practicing environmentally friendly behaviors” (Cronbach's 
α = 0.91, ICC1 = 0.32, ICC2 = 0.64, mean rWG = 0.89).

3.2.4   |   TMT Long-Term Orientation

We used Johnson et al.'s (2011) five-item scale to measure TMT 
proenvironmental values. An example item was “for the most 
part, in our firm: Strategies are planned with a focus on long-
term success” (Cronbach's α = 0.89, ICC1 = 0.34, ICC2 = 0.66, 
mean rWG = 0.89).

3.2.5   |   Corporate Environmental Responsibility

We used De Roeck and Farooq's (2018) four-item scale to mea-
sure corporate environmental responsibility. An example item 
was “My company participates in activities which aim to protect 
and improve the quality of the natural environment” (Cronbach's 
α = 0.88, ICC1 = 0.19, ICC2 = 0.47, mean rWG = 0.79). The ICC (2) 
result was comparable to similar studies (Srivastava et al. 2006; 

Walker et al. 2008; Mitchell et al. 2012). Arguably, because ICC 
(2) depends on both ICC (1) and team size, relatively small sam-
ple team sizes may lead to lower ICC (2) results (Bliese 2000).

3.2.6   |   Controls

Variables that are theoretically or empirically related to the focal 
variable should be controlled according to previous best practice 
guidelines (Bernerth and Aguinis 2016). Numerous studies indi-
cate that TMT tenure is a determinant of corporate social respon-
sibility (Huang et al. 2022), warranting its inclusion as a control 
in this research. Additionally, the proportion of female members 
in the TMT has been positively linked to corporate proenviron-
mental decisions (Prabowo et al. 2017); thus, it is controlled for in 
our analysis. Furthermore, corporate size, known to correlate sig-
nificantly with business investment in technology (Kadapakkam 
et al. 1998), is also included as a control variable.

3.3   |   Analytic Approach

We conducted a regression analysis using Mplus 7 (Muthén 
and Muthén  1998–2012) to test our hypotheses. This analytic 
approach is widely used in CEO–TMT interface research (Ling 
et al. 2008; Chen et al. 2022). We used bias-corrected bootstrap-
ping methods (1000 replications) and constructed 95% confi-
dence intervals (CIs) for the indirect effects (Hypotheses 2b and 
2d). To test Hypotheses  3a and 4a, we applied the moderated 
path analysis approach (Edwards and Lambert 2007) to estimate 
two sets of indirect effects at high and low levels of the moder-
ator. Moreover, we constructed 95% CIs (1000 replications) for 
the difference score between these two indirect effects. In the 
subsequent results section, confirmatory factor analysis, cor-
relation analysis, regression analysis, mediation analysis, and 
moderation analysis will be conducted on the research variables 
to examine whether the hypotheses are supported.

4   |   Results

4.1   |   Preliminary Analysis

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses to assess the dis-
criminant validity of the research variables. Table  1 revealed 
that the five-factor model (χ2 = 988.67, df = 485, CFI = 0.9, 
TLI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.06) fit the data better 
than any of the competing (four-factor) models (Δχ2s ≥ 325.53, 
Δdfs ≥ 4, ps < 0.001), thereby confirming that the research vari-
ables were distinct from each other.

We employed Harman's single-factor test approach and an un-
measured latent common method factor approach to assess 
common method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Specifically, 
the results of the exploratory factor analysis showed that the 
amount of variance explained by the first principal component 
was 37.59%, which was below the 40% benchmark suggested 
by Podsakoff et  al.  (2003), indicating that common method 
variance did not pose a significant concern in this research. 
Additionally, Table 1 showed that the fit indices of the five-factor 
model did not differ from those of the measurement model with 
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an unmeasured latent common method factor (∆CFI = 0.018, 
∆TLI = 0.013, ∆RMSEA = 0.006, ΔSRMR = 0.005). Together, 
these results indicated that the common method variance of the 
measures was minimal.

4.2   |   Correlations

Table  2 presents the means, standard deviations, intercor-
relations, and Cronbach's α. CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership was positively correlated with TMT proen-
vironmental values (r = 0.38, p < 0.001), TMT proenvironmen-
tal passion (r = 0.41, p < 0.001), and corporate environmental 
responsibility (r = 0.39, p < 0.001). Both TMT proenvironmental 
values (r = 0.43, p < 0.001) and TMT proenvironmental passion 
(r = 0.43, p < 0.001) were positively correlated with corporate en-
vironmental responsibility.

4.3   |   Testing of the Hypotheses

Table 3 presents the results of the regression analyses.

4.3.1   |   Direct Effect

CEO environmentally specific servant leadership was pos-
itively related to corporate environmental responsibility 
(b = 0.33, p < 0.001, Model 1) after controlling for team size, 
team tenure, and the proportion of female members in the 
TMT. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Additionally, CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership was positively 
related to TMT proenvironmental values (b = 0.4, p < 0.001, 
Model 4) and TMT proenvironmental passion (b = 0.33, 
p < 0.001, Model 6). Hence, Hypotheses  2a and 2c were 
supported.

4.3.2   |   Mediation Effect

TMT proenvironmental values (b = 0.22, p < 0.01, Model 2) and 
TMT proenvironmental passion (b = 0.27, p < 0.01, Model 2) 
were positively related to corporate environmental responsibil-
ity. As shown in Table 4, the indirect effect of CEO environmen-
tally specific servant leadership on corporate environmental 
responsibility via TMT proenvironmental values was 0.09, (95% 

TABLE 1    |    Results of confirmatory factor analyses.

Model χ2 df Δχ2 (Δdf) RMSEA SRMR CFI TLI

Five-factor model: CESSL, TPV, TPP, TLO, 
and CER

988.67 485 — 0.08 0.06 0.90 0.89

Four-factor Model A: CESSL + TPV, TPP, TLO, 
and CER

1910.96 489 922.29(4)*** 0.14 0.15 0.72 0.70

Four-factor Model B: CESSL + TPP, TPV, TLO, 
and CER

1831.01 489 842.34(4)*** 0.14 0.12 0.74 0.72

Four-factor Model C: CESSL + TLO, TPP, TPV, 
and CER

1579.55 489 590.88(4)*** 0.12 0.11 0.79 0.78

Four-factor Model D: CESSL + CER, TLO, TPP, 
and TPV

1337.64 489 348.97(4)*** 0.11 0.10 0.83 0.82

Four-factor Model E: CESSL, TPV + TPP, TLO, 
and CER

1802.34 489 813.67(4)*** 0.11 0.13 0.82 0.81

Four-factor Model F: CESSL, TPV + TLO, TPP, 
and CER

1603.76 489 615.09(4)*** 0.13 0.12 0.78 0.77

Four-factor Model G: CESSL, TPV + CER, TPP, 
and TLO

1326.13 489 337.46(4)*** 0.11 0.10 0.84 0.82

Four-factor Model H: CESSL, TPV, TPP + TLO, 
and CER

1612.31 489 623.64(4)*** 0.13 0.12 0.78 0.76

Four-factor Model I: CESSL, TPV, TPP + CER, 
and TLO

1314.20 489 325.53(4)*** 0.11 0.10 0.84 0.83

Four-factor Model J: CESSL, TPV, TPP, and 
TLO + CER

1574.97 489 586.30(4)*** 0.12 0.11 0.79 0.77

Common method factor model: CESSL, TPV, 
TPP, TLO, CER, and ULCMF

865.34 452 123.33(33)*** 0.08 0.05 0.92 0.91

Note: N = 145, ***p < 0.001. In the five-factor model, CESSL = CEO environmentally specific servant leadership (seven items). “+” means factor combination. All 
alternative models are compared to the hypothesized model. All Δχ2 are significant at p < 0.001.
Abbreviations: CER, corporate environmental responsibility (four indicators); TLO, TMT long-term orientation (five indicators); TPP, TMT proenvironmental passion 
(eight indicators); TPV, TMT proenvironmental value (nine indicators); ULCMF, unmeasured latent common method factor.
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CI = [0.03, 0.18]), and the indirect effect of CEO environmen-
tally specific servant leadership on corporate environmental 
responsibility via TMT proenvironmental passion was 0.09, 
(95% CI = [0.02, 0.19]). We concluded that TMT proenviron-
mental values and TMT proenvironmental passion mediated 
the relationship between CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership and corporate environmental responsibility. Hence, 
Hypotheses 2b and 2d were supported.

4.3.3   |   Moderation Effect

TMT long-term orientation positively moderated the relation-
ship between CEO environmentally specific servant leadership 
and TMT proenvironmental values (b = 0.55, p < 0.001, Model 5). 
The results of a simple slope analysis (as depicted in Figure 2) 
showed that the relationship between CEO environmentally spe-
cific servant leadership and TMT proenvironmental values was 

TABLE 3    |    Summary of regression analyses.

Variables

Corporate environmental 
responsibility

TMT 
proenvironmental 

value

TMT 
proenvironmental 

passion

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Intercept 2.12** 1.05** 1.70*** 2.12*** 3.63*** 2.28*** 3.47***

Control variables

Corporate size 0.00 0.00 −0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Team tenure 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.02*

TMT percentage of female members 0.11 0.08 −0.00 −0.01 −0.06 0.13 0.07

Independent Variable

CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership

0.33*** 0.16* 0.12 0.40*** 0.35*** 0.33*** 0.31***

Mediators

TMT proenvironmental value 0.22** 0.21**

TMT proenvironmental passion 0.27** 0.28*

Moderator

TMT long-term orientation 0.14 0.07 −0.04

Interaction term −0.01 0.55*** 0.39***

R2 0.17** 0.29*** 0.32*** 0.15 0.28** 0.18* 0.30***

△R2 0.12 0.02 0.13 0.12

Note: N = 145, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Interaction term = CEO environmentally specific servant leadership × TMT long-term orientation.

TABLE 2    |    Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Corporate size

2. Team tenure −0.02

3. TMT percentage of female members 0.03 −0.10

4. CEO environmentally specific servant leadership −0.06 −0.10 0.12 (0.91)

5. TMT shared proenvironmental value 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.38*** (0.94)

6. TMT shared proenvironmental passion −0.02 0.07 0.11 0.41*** 0.35** (0.91)

7. TMT long-term orientation 0.14 0.05 −0.09 0.22** 0.11 0.02 (0.89)

8. Corporate environmental responsibility −0.05 0.08 0.09 0.39*** 0.43*** 0.43*** 0.20* (0.88)

Mean 184.22 7.17 0.64 3.51 3.67 3.62 3.87 3.42

SD 55.23 3.82 0.29 0.67 0.69 0.53 0.56 0.56

Note: N = 145, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Cronbach's α appears in parentheses on the diagonal.
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stronger when TMT long-term orientation was higher (b = 0.61, 
p < 0.001), whereas this relationship was nonsignificant when 
TMT long-term orientation was lower (b = 0.09, p = 0.47). Hence, 
Hypothesis 3a was supported.

TMT long-term orientation positively moderated the relation-
ship between the CEO environmentally specific servant lead-
ership and TMT proenvironmental passion (b = 0.39, p < 0.001, 
Model 7). The results of a simple slope analysis (as depicted in 
Figure 3) showed that the relationship between CEO environ-
mentally specific servant leadership and TMT proenvironmen-
tal passion was stronger when TMT long-term orientation was 
higher (b = 0.49, p < 0.001), whereas this relationship was non-
significant when TMT long-term orientation was lower (b = 0.12, 
p = 0.16). Hence, Hypothesis 4a was supported.

4.3.4   |   Moderated Mediation Effect

Table 4 presents the results of the moderated mediation analy-
sis. While testing Hypothesis 3b, we found that CEO environ-
mentally specific servant leadership had a stronger indirect 
relationship with corporate environmental responsibility via 
TMT proenvironmental values when TMT long-term orienta-
tion was higher (indirect effect = 0.13, p = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.05, 
0.26]) and had a nonsignificant indirect relationship with cor-
porate environmental responsibility via TMT proenvironmen-
tal values when TMT long-term orientation was lower (indirect 

effect = 0.02, p = 0.5, 95% CI = [−0.03, 0.08]). There was a sig-
nificant difference between these two indirect effects (b = 0.11, 
p = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.24]). Hence, Hypothesis  3b was 
supported.

While testing Hypothesis 4b, we found that CEO environmentally 
specific servant leadership had a stronger indirect relationship 
with corporate environmental responsibility via TMT proenvi-
ronmental passion when TMT long-term orientation was higher 
(indirect effect = 0.14, p = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.27]) and had a 
nonsignificant indirect relationship with corporate environmen-
tal responsibility via TMT proenvironmental passion when TMT 
long-term orientation was lower (indirect effect = 0.04, p = 0.25, 
95% CI = [−0.01, 0.13]). There was a significant difference between 
these two indirect effects (b = 0.10, p = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.23]). 
Hence, Hypothesis 4b was supported.

5   |   Discussion

The present research draws on upper echelons theory and the 
cognitive–affective processing system framework to explore 
how CEO environmentally specific servant leadership drives 
corporate environmental responsibility. Based on data from 505 
TMT members of 145 Chinese manufacturing corporations, the 
present research reveals two mediating pathways within this re-
lationship: TMT proenvironmental values and proenvironmen-
tal passion. TMT long-term orientation positively moderates 

TABLE 4    |    Results of indirect effects and moderated mediation analyses.

Model Indirect effect [95% CI]
TMT long-term 

orientation
Conditional 

indirect effect [95% CI]

CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership → TMT proenvironmental 
value → corporate environmental 
responsibility

0.09* [0.03, 0.18] Higher 0.13* [0.05, 0.26]

Lower 0.02 [−0.03, 0.08]

Difference 0.11* [0.03, 0.24]

CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership → TMT proenvironmental 
passion → corporate environmental 
responsibility

0.09* [0.02, 0.19] Higher 0.14* [0.03, 0.27]

Lower 0.04 [−0.01, 0.13]

Difference 0.10* [0.02, 0.23]

Note: N = 145, *p < 0.05.

FIGURE 2    |    The moderating effect of the TMT long-term orienta-
tion on the relationship between CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership and TMT proenvironmental values.

FIGURE 3    |    The moderating effect of the TMT long-term orienta-
tion on the relationship between CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership and TMT proenvironmental passion.
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both pathways, strengthening these indirect relationships when 
TMT long-term orientation is elevated.

5.1   |   Theoretical Implications

This research makes several contributions to the literature on 
corporate environmental responsibility and leadership. First, it 
expands our understanding of the antecedents of corporate envi-
ronmental responsibility by introducing environmentally specific 
servant leadership at the CEO level as a critical driver. Although 
prior studies have examined the impact of leadership on environ-
mental performance, most have predominantly focused on sus-
tainable and transformational leadership styles (Burawat  2019). 
However, some scholars have recently advocated for future re-
search to explore alternative leadership approaches, such as 
servant leadership and organic leadership (Piwowar-Sulej and 
Iqbal 2023). In response to this call, the present study investigates 
the relationship between CEO environmentally specific servant 
leadership and corporate environmental responsibility. Consistent 
with Tuan Luu (2017), who highlighted the positive impact of ser-
vant leadership on organizational sustainability, this study further 
contributes to the literature by specifically examining the CEO's 
role and its influence on the TMT.

Second, this research uncovers the critical mechanisms linking 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership to corporate 
environmental responsibility. CEO environmentally specific ser-
vant leadership has both a direct and an indirect relationship with 
corporate environmental responsibility via TMT proenvironmen-
tal values and passion. Although previous studies on corporate 
responsibility focus on either cognitive factors, such as ethical 
leadership influencing culture, vision, and values, or affective fac-
tors, like transformational leadership inspiring emotions (Ullah 
et al. 2022; Zhao et al. 2023), we demonstrate that both processes 
operate in parallel. The empirical support for this dual-pathway 
mechanism enriches the existing literature by integrating cogni-
tive and affective dimensions, which are relatively underexplored 
in prior research. These findings contribute to a comprehensive 
understanding not only of how CEO environmentally specific ser-
vant leadership promotes corporate environmental responsibility 
but also of how multiple mediators work within this relationship.

Third, this research identifies TMT long-term orientation as a 
key contingency for the effects of CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership. The impact of CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership on TMT proenvironmental values and pas-
sion is significantly influenced by TMT long-term orientation. 
Specifically, a TMT with a stronger long-term orientation is more 
likely to exhibit enhanced proenvironmental values and passion, 
thereby strengthening the effect of CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership on corporate environmental responsibility.

These findings suggest that CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership alone is not sufficient for encouraging en-
vironmental responsibility among corporations. Instead, TMT 
long-term orientation plays a vital role in fostering corporate 
environmental responsibility under the guidance of an envi-
ronmentally specific servant leader. This finding resonates with 
Slawinski and Bansal (2015), who emphasized the importance 
of long-term thinking in corporate sustainability. Moreover, 

these results indirectly support the view that countries with 
a long-term orientation tend to achieve better environmental 
management and improved environmental performance at the 
firm level (Durach and Wiengarten 2017).

5.2   |   Practical Implications

Our research has several practical implications for organiza-
tions aiming to enhance corporate environmental responsibil-
ity through leadership strategies. First, the results suggest that 
environmentally specific servant leadership is critical for facili-
tating corporate environmental responsibility. Accordingly, or-
ganizations that wish to enhance their corporate environmental 
responsibility should ensure their CEO has the ability to provide 
environmentally specific servant leadership. Otherwise, organi-
zations can invest in leadership development initiatives in which 
leaders are trained in environmentally specific servant leadership 
through a focus on environmental ethics, sustainability practices, 
and servant leadership principles (Eva et al. 2019). Encouraging 
CEOs to participate in sustainability networks and environmental 
forums can broaden their perspectives and commitment to envi-
ronmental stewardship (Bansal and DesJardine 2014).

Second, organizations ought to prioritize the cultivation of proenvi-
ronmental values and passion within the TMT. To nurture proen-
vironmental values in the TMT, organizations should implement 
comprehensive environmental education and training programs 
to enhance management's awareness and understanding of envi-
ronmental responsibility. Incorporating topics such as sustainable 
business practices, environmental regulations, and the strategic 
importance of sustainability will deepen the TMT's cognitive 
engagement with environmental issues. Engaging conservation 
experts to share real-world experiences and innovative solutions 
can further enrich the knowledge base of the TMT, facilitating 
critical thinking and problem-solving (Aragón-Correa et al. 2013). 
Establishing clear environmental responsibility indicators—and 
linking them to rewards and recognition—can motivate TMT 
members to prioritize environmental responsibility goals.

Third, to nurture proenvironmental passion in the TMT, orga-
nizations should create an environment that fosters emotional 
engagement and intrinsic motivation toward environmental 
responsibility. Highlighting the meaningfulness and impact of 
proenvironmental efforts can enhance the TMT's emotional con-
nection to environmental initiatives. Inviting TMT members to 
participate in decision-making regarding environmental strat-
egies can boost their sense of ownership and passion. Providing 
opportunities for TMT members to interact with environmental 
leaders and experts will encourage knowledge sharing and expo-
sure to innovative ideas, fueling enthusiasm (Auvinen et al. 2013). 
Additionally, organizations should support risk-taking and experi-
mentation in environmental projects, which will enhance intrinsic 
motivation and passion (Amabile and Kramer 2011). Recognizing 
and celebrating milestones related to environmental goals can re-
inforce positive emotions and sustain proenvironmental passion 
among TMT members (Grant and Wrzesniewski 2010).

Lastly, because TMT long-term orientation exerts a signifi-
cant impact on the relationship between CEO environmen-
tally specific servant leadership and corporate environmental 
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responsibility, organizations should incorporate assessments of 
long-term orientation into their recruitment strategy, favoring 
candidates who demonstrate higher levels of long-term orienta-
tion. It is also imperative that organizations cultivate such an 
orientation among their existing TMT members. Organizations 
should encourage TMT members to adopt judicious and effi-
cient resource management practices, aimed at thoughtfully 
allocating resources for future exigencies; they must also en-
hance the strategic focus of the TMT in order to improve their 
strategic planning and foresight. Introducing long-term perfor-
mance metrics and integrating long-term orientation into TMT 
assessment criteria could be beneficial. Developing a corporate 
culture that prioritizes long-term planning and sustainability 
is also critical. By establishing explicit sustainability objectives 
and incentivizing TMT members to adopt a long-term, forward-
looking stance, the CEO can serve as an exemplar in this arena. 
In employing these strategies, organizations can foster a strong 
long-term orientation within their TMT that aligns with the or-
ganization's overarching environmental responsibility strategy.

5.3   |   Limitations and Directions for Future 
Research

The present research is not without limitations that must be 
addressed. First, although we explore cognitive and affective 
pathways—specifically, proenvironmental values and passion 
within the TMT—as mediators in the relationship between 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership level and cor-
porate environmental responsibility, these may not reflect all 
potential mechanisms. Future studies could investigate addi-
tional mediators such as organizational green social capital (X. 
Xie et  al.  2022) or psychological capital within the TMT (Çop 
et  al.  2021; Wirawan et  al.  2020), which may play significant 
roles in promoting corporate environmental responsibility.

Second, although the present research emphasizes TMT long-
term orientation as a moderating factor, it would be beneficial 
to examine other cultural values that might affect the efficacy of 
CEO environmentally specific servant leadership level. Concepts 
such as power distance—a cultural dimension reflecting the ac-
ceptance of unequal power distribution—could significantly in-
fluence leadership effectiveness and followers' responses. High 
power distance cultures, for instance, may either amplify or 
attenuate the influence of servant leadership styles (Y. Zhang 
et  al.  2021). Future research could explore how the cultural 
dimensions of power distance, collectivism, and uncertainty 
avoidance interact with leadership styles to shape corporate en-
vironmental responsibility, especially in a world where environ-
mental issues are increasingly dynamic and unpredictable.

Third, the cross-sectional design limits our ability to draw 
causal inferences from the present research. Employing longi-
tudinal or time-lagged designs, as well as experimental or quasi-
experimental approaches, would offer stronger causal evidence 
and provide deeper insights into the relationship between CEO 
environmentally specific servant leadership and corporate 
environmental responsibility. Expanding the sample beyond 
Chinese manufacturing corporations to include firms from di-
verse industries and cultural contexts could further enhance the 
generalizability of the findings.

Finally, future research may extend beyond CER outcomes and ex-
plore the multilevel mechanisms through which ESSL influences 
broader sustainability-related consequences. Specifically, mac-
rolevel impacts such as organizational green innovation deserve 
further attention. Environmentally specific servant leadership may 
act as a strategic enabler of innovation by shaping a green organi-
zational climate, guiding sustainable resource allocation, and in-
tegrating environmental values into long-term planning (Ogbeibu 
et al. 2021; Zafar et al. 2023). At the microlevel, environmentally 
specific servant leadership may foster employee green creativity 
by cultivating psychological safety, enhancing intrinsic environ-
mental motivation, and promoting a sense of environmental re-
sponsibility among employees (Edmondson and Bransby 2023; Lu 
et al. 2022). By addressing macrolevel and microlevel outcomes, 
future studies could develop a more holistic, multilevel framework 
for understanding the broad impacts of environmentally specific 
servant leadership.

6   |   Conclusion

This study found a positive connection between CEO environ-
mentally specific servant leadership and corporate environ-
mental responsibility, mediated by TMT proenvironmental 
values and passion. These indirect relationships were stronger 
in corporations where TMT long-term orientation is high. This 
research broadens our understanding of drivers of corporate en-
vironmental responsibility from the perspective of CEO–TMT 
interaction and provides insights for practitioners seeking to 
leverage leadership for the fulfillment of corporate environmen-
tal responsibility.
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Appendix A

TABLE A1    |    Summary of regression analyses without control variables.

Variables

Corporate environmental 
responsibility

TMT proenvironmental 
values

TMT proenvironmental 
passion

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Intercept 2.27*** 1.07** 1.53** 2.29*** 3.63*** 2.49*** 3.59***

Independent variable

CEO environmentally specific 
servant leadership

0.33*** 0.15* 0.12 0.39*** 0.34*** 0.32*** 0.30***

Mediators

TMT proenvironmental values 0.22** 0.22**

TMT proenvironmental passion 0.28** 0.30*

Moderator

TMT long-term orientation 0.13 0.08 −0.04

Interaction term −0.03 0.54*** 0.38***

R2 0.15* 0.28*** 0.31*** 0.15 0.27** 0.17* 0.28***

△R2 0.13 0.03 0.12 0.11

Note: N = 145, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Interaction term = CEO environmentally specific servant leadership × TMT long-term orientation.
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