World Journal of Social Sciences
Vol. 7. No. 1. March 2017. Pp. 105 – 116

Public Utilities in Nigeria: Servant Leadership and
Psychological Ownership to the Rescue?
Abdu Ja’afaru Bambale*
This is a conceptual paper that proposes relationship between servant
leader behaviours and psychological ownership in three Nigerian public
utility organizations including Power holding Company of Nigeria
(PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL) and Kano State
Water Board (KSWB). This paper is an attempt to examine if seven
servant leader behaviours including leader’s conceptual skills, leader’s
commitment toward employee empowerment, helping subordinates
grow and succeed, putting subordinates first, leader’s ethical
behaviour, leader’s show of emotional concern, and leader’s concern
for creating value for the community could create feelings of obligation
on the employees to pay back by exhibiting psychological ownership for
their organizations. A total of 291 employees of the participating
organizations would be selected as target sample for this proposed
study. Data collected would be analyzed to find if servant leader
behaviors and the employees’ psychological ownership are significantly
related.
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1. Introduction
Utilities play crucial role in the life and activities of people and industries in both developed
and developing countries. Utility services involve a broad range of activities including water,
electricity, transportation and telecommunication. It could be referred as “all basic inputs into
and requirements for the proper functioning of the economy and those that enhance the
standard of living of the people” (Ariyo and Jerome 2004, p. 2).
,

Utilities impact greatly on a country’s living standards, and overall economic growth.
Specifically, water, electricity and telecommunications are fundamental to human
sustenance, health, economic and social progress. Specifically, they affect capacities of the
local industries to produce quality and affordable products that can compete favorably in the
global marketplace.
It has been reported that the public utility sectors account for 7.1% to 11% of the GDP
(Workd-Bank 1994), and the impacts of such services on human development and
enhanced quality of life are just apparently enormous (Ariyo and Jerome 2004). ______________________________________________________________________
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In view of this crucial role of utilities, governments, all over the world, are charged with the
responsibility of managing the public resources to ensure social welfare and generation of
maximum public good through government monopoly or regulated private establishments (Ali
and Raza 2011).
However, Nigerian public utility organizations have been performing abysmally largely due to
employee performance related problems. The problem of poor performance among agencies
of public utility sector has been a subject of considerable discussion (Jerome 1999). Despite
heavy investment in capital infrastructures, and high recurrent expenditures, efficient and
effective provision of electricity, telephone, water, and transport services has remained a
heinous task to achieve. Nigerian public utilities have started to experience decreasing
performance since the Nigeria’s oil boom years of the 1970s (Ariyo and Jerome 2004).
Concepts that have been found to have positive impact on employees’ wellbeing and
employee performance of some organizations, which could also apply to utility organizations
include servant leadership and psychological ownership (Chang Chiang and Han 2012;
Greenleaf 1977; Van Dyne and Pierce 2004). Servant leadership is a leadership style where
leaders place the needs of their subordinates before their own needs and centre their efforts
on helping subordinates grow to reach their maximum potential and achieve optimal
organizational and career success (Greenleaf, 1977). On the other hand, Psychological
ownership is defined as the state in which individuals feel as though the target of ownership
or a piece of that target is “theirs” (Pierce Kostova and Dirks 2003).
Generally, the psychological ownership construct has received increasing attention from
scholars and practitioners as an important predictor of employee attitudes and behaviors.
Specifically, psychological ownership is found to be an important ingredient for positive work
outcomes including strategic behavior (Ikävalko Pihkala and Kraus 2010), responsibility (Avey
Avolio Crossley and Luthans 2009), job commitment, job satisfaction and general
performance (Md-Sidin Sambasivan and Muniandy 2009), as well as organizational
competitiveness (Brown, 1989). This paper is about proposing a conceptual framework to
test the strength of servant leadership model in influencing development of psychological
ownership among subordinate employees of some key Nigerian public utility organizations.
Specifically, this paper proposes a conceptual framework in which it is hypothesized that
servant leadership could lead to development of ownership feeling (psychological ownership)
among employees of three selected public utility organizations in Nigeria, namely Power
Holding Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and
Kano State Water Board.
This paper is divided into four sections: section one treats the introduction, statement of the
research problem and state of public utility organizations in Nigeria. Section two reviews some
relevant literature. The section discusses concepts and issues regarding to servant
leadership and psychological ownership. It also presents the proposed model of the study
and hypotheses of the study. Section three discusses the nature of the research and
measures to be used. Finally, section four discusses the conclusion of the paper.

106

Bambale
1.2

Statement of Research Problem

Having been introduced to the background and practical issues related to this study, this
section presents theoretical or literature gap related to this study. Previous studies indicated
that psychological ownership is motivated by many organizational factors including ownership
beliefs (Wagner Parker and Christiansen 2003), stock ownership (Chiu Harry Hui and Lai
2007), and the five core job characteristics - task variety, task identity, significance, autonomy
and feedback (Pierce Jussila and Cummings 2009). Studies about the antecedents of
psychological ownership has not been extensive, more studies need to be conducted to
uncover the possible significant antecedents. Important to this study, previous studies
(Mayhew Ashkanasy Bramble and Gardner 2007; Vandewalle Van Dyne and Kostova 1995)
have indicated that in view of the significant effects of psychological ownership on work
outcomes such organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB), future researchers should focus
on finding more of its antecedents such as servant leadership. Thus, this paper is an attempt
to provide an answer to the calls for exploring more antecedents of psychological ownership.
This study would test to find if servant leadership could lead to development of psychological
ownership for the organization.
This paper is motivated and justified by two strong reasons (i.e. primary and secondary): (1)
primarily, literature reveals no prior study on the relationship between servant leadership and
psychological ownership, suggesting the existence of a sound theoretical gap, (2) secondly,
this study is justified because of the presence of inefficiency and ineffectiveness of the
Nigerian public utility organizations. The fact that the problems were largely caused by
employee attitudes such as leadership ineffectiveness and low employee morale, suggests
that a more ethical leadership (i.e. servant leadership) and positive psychological state (i.e.
psychological ownership) could help in turning around the ailing Nigerian public utility
organizations.
1.3

Employee Attitudes and Performance in Nigerian Public Organizations

After discussing the practical and theoretical backgrounds behind this study in previous
sections, this section elaborates on the current state of leadership and subordinates attitudes
in the Nigerian public utilities.
In a survey of ten public corporations in Nigeria, Echu (2008) identified some striking problems
that indirectly affect employee overall performance in public owned establishments including
public utilities. These striking problems include massive fraud, misappropriation of resources,
embezzlement and poor accountability. Other striking management related problems
affecting employee performance include the nature of human resource practices in virtually
all the public corporations. As a result of some of these problems, employees become highly
disenchanted and, therefore, have lost trust and confidence on management of their
corporations consequently leading to large scale dissatisfaction among employees. As
repercussions, and reflections of the employees’ dissatisfaction, it has currently become a
common practice for employees of Nigeria’s public organizations to spend most part of their
working hours doing things that are not job related and of no value to their jobs (Echu 2008).
Other commonly noticed employee performance related problems include late coming to
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work, absenteeism, indiscipline, high labour turnover and general lack of commitment, thus,
indicating low performance of employees’ voluntary behaviours (OCB).
The bulk of the performance problems and deficiencies of the Nigerian public sector could
more appropriately be attributed to managerial inefficiencies, and inappropriate leadership
approaches. Previous studies have found that the current management capabilities to imbibe
the culture of commitment, sacrifice, citizenship, discipline, and general motivation among
their subordinates are grossly inadequate to solve performance challenges of various
Nigerian organizations especially the public utilities (Echu 2008). Specifically and summarily,
there is a general consensus that the managements of Nigeria’s public corporations are by
and large inefficient and ineffective (Adamolekun and Ayeni 1990; Dogarawa 2011; Esu and
Inyang 2009; Okeola and Salami 2012). Ability of management of public utility sector to
effectively motivate and sustain positive employee performance might be the most difficult
challenge and crucial responsibility to put the public utility sector in order. However, success
in achieving sustained positive employee performance for effective functioning of Nigerian
public utilities is increasingly becoming an eluding challenge considering the diverse
workforce with multi-cultural, religious, ethnic, and sectional backgrounds (Adamolekun and
Ayeni, 1990; Echu 2008).
However, the Nigerian public utilities have been performing abysmally due to employee
performance related problems. The problem of poor performance among agencies of public
utility sector has been a subject of considerable discussion (Jerome 1999). Despite heavy
investment in capital infrastructures, and high recurrent expenditures, efficient and effective
provision of electricity, telephone, water, and transport services has remained a heinous task
to achieve. The Nigerian public utilities have started to experience decreasing performance
since the Nigeria’s oil boom years of the 1970s (Ariyo and Jerome 2004). In more recent
times, the problems in the public utility sectors have unfortunately reached crisis proportions
when the Nigeria’s electricity power system almost collapsed by increasingly becoming
erratic; water taps continuously remaining dry for most of the time; and the performance of
telecommunication and postal services continuously remaining to be very unsatisfactory
(Ariyo and Jerome 2004). The experienced problem of the utility sector has led to negative
consequences on the Nigerian economy causing extremely high costs of operations within
the real sector, and lowering quality of life and well-being of the average Nigerians (Ariyo and
Jerome 2004). The Nigerian public could no longer get services expeditiously from public
sector organizations (Orabuchi 2005).
As a response to the lingering ineffectiveness and inefficiency of public utilities, the Federal
Government of Nigeria has earmarked most of the public owned utility companies for
privatization. Recently, in the last quarter of 2013, the PHCN has officially been handed over
to private owners. Although process and structural hiccups to performance can be solved by
implementing structural process improvements, or business transformation, stimulating
employees to perform at their highest level, as well as sustaining performance improvement
still remains a fundamental issue. More specifically, privatization and heavy investment in the
PHCN would not be enough for turnaround and effective performance if attitudinal and
behavioural changes among managers and subordinates have failed to take place. In fact,
all parties in the PHCN should exhibit competence, pro-activeness and responsible behavior
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(Peterside 2013) for the success of the just concluded privatization. Indeed, several
transformation programs may fail to deliver expected results if the fundamental things such
as servant leadership and development of psychological ownership for the organization
among managers and employees happened to be absent. These fundamental things could
trigger responsible leadership and employees’ motivation to perform beyond their normal call
of duty.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Formulation
This section presents definitions of major concepts for this study and theoretical explications
related to servant leadership and psychological ownership. As well hypotheses regarding to
the relationship between servant leader behaviours and psychological ownership were
presented.
Servant leadership was conceptualized by several scholars. Among the latest servant
leadership conceptualizations was the one of Liden et al. 2008 and Sendjaya, Sarros, and
Santora 2008. Sendjaya et al. 2008 identified servant leadership with six behaviors including
voluntary subordination, authentic self, covenantal relationship, responsible morality,
transcendental spirituality and transforming. Their extended prior research works on servant
leadership by emphasizing leader transference and moral-spiritual behaviors as fundamental
pillars of servant leadership. Liden et al. 2008 reviewed the previous taxonomies of servant
leadership and developed an instrument using nine dimensions: creating value for the
community, emotional healing, conceptual skills, helping subordinates grow and succeed,
putting subordinates first, empowering, behaving ethically and servant-hood.
Servant leadership is a leadership style where leaders place the needs of their subordinates
before their own needs and centre their efforts on helping subordinates grow to reach their
maximum potential and achieve optimal organizational and career success (Greenleaf, 1977).
Specifically, because servant leaders continually strive to empower, trust, care, show
accountability and ethics toward followers in the use of power (Barbuto and Wheeler 2006;
Liden Wayne Zhao and Henderson 2008; Page and Wong 2000; Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten 2011), employees might be influenced to experience ownership feelings for the
organization. In other words, because servant leaders constantly teach followers practically
their ways of doing things and set perfect examples (Tureman 2013), it could be postulated
that employees may be motivated to develop psychological ownership for their organization.
Psychological ownership is the sense of ownership for a thing, place or anything material
(Pierce et al. 2001). Psychological ownership creates positive attitudes and behaviors
capable of enhancing employee performance and effectiveness (Pierce, Rubenfeld and
Morgan 1991). Psychological ownership is said to be evidenced by an individual’s selfefficacy, sense of belongingness, accountability and self-identity (Avey et al. 2009).
Psychological ownership could, therefore, manifest in employees as a result of servant
leadership. Servant leadership is potentially a strong organizational phenomenon to spark off
the feeling of ownership for the organization among employees because of servant leader’s
outmost concern and commitment to employees’ welfare, empowerment, subordinate
involvement in decision-making and the general progress of the organization.
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Previous studies indicated that psychological ownership is motivated by many organizational
factors including ownership beliefs (Wagner Parker and Christiansen 2003), stock ownership
(Chiu Harry Hui and Lai 2007), and the five core job characteristics - task variety, task identity,
significance, autonomy and feedback (Pierce Jussila and Cummings 2009). Extant literature
did not indicate any study regarding to the relationship between servant leader behaviours
and psychological ownership. Moreover, studies about the antecedents of psychological
ownership were only a few and not extensive. This, therefore, suggests more studies need to
be conducted to uncover the possible significant antecedents of psychological ownership.
Important to this study, previous studies (Mayhew Ashkanasy Bramble and Gardner 2007;
Vandewalle Van Dyne and Kostova 1995) have indicated that in view of the significant effects
of psychological ownership on work outcomes such organizational citizenship behaviors
(OCB) and task performance, future researchers should focus on finding more of its
antecedents such as servant leadership.
2.1

Proposed Research Model

More theoretically, servant leader behaviours are likely to lead to development of employees’
psychological ownership in organizations. Accordingly, social exchange theory (Blau 1964)
states that receiving contributions or something of value from a person creates positive affect
and a moral obligation to give up something of value to a person’s benefactor in appreciation
for the received support. This exchange is socially and psychologically sanctioned by norms
of reciprocity (Gouldner 1960). Therefore, as depicted in Figure 3.1, if organizational
managers in the 3 affected utility organizations targeted for the proposed study exhibit the 7
positive servant leader behaviours including conceptual skills, commitment toward employee
empowerment, helping subordinates grow and succeed, putting subordinates first, ethical
behaviour, show of emotional concern, and concern for creating value for the community, the
employees would definitely react by exhibiting psychological ownership for the organization.
Figure 2.1: Research Model
Servant Leadership
1. Conceptual skills
2. Commitment
toward
employee empowerment
3. Helping
subordinates
grow and succeed
4. Putting subordinates first
5. Ethical behaviour
6. Show
of
emotional
concern
7. Concern for creating
value for the community

Psychological Ownership

Source: The Researcher
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2.2

Research Propositions

Against the backdrop of the literature and theoretical explications in the previous sections,
this study developed the following prepositions:
1. The leaders’ conceptual skills will significantly affect the development of psychological
ownership among employees of Power Holding Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria
Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano State Water Board.
2. The leaders’ commitment toward employee empowerment will significantly affect the
development of psychological ownership among employees of Power Holding
Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano
State Water Board.
3. The leaders’ helping subordinates grow and succeed will significantly affect the
development of psychological ownership among employees of Power Holding
Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano
State Water Board.
4. The leaders’ putting subordinates first will significantly affect the development of
psychological ownership among employees of Power Holding Company of Nigeria
(PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano State Water Board.
5. The leaders’ ethical behaviour will significantly affect the development of psychological
ownership among employees of Power Holding Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria
Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano State Water Board.
6. The leaders’ show of emotional concern will significantly affect the development of
psychological ownership among employees of Power Holding Company of Nigeria
(PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano State Water Board.
7. The leaders’ concern for creating value for the community will significantly affect the
development of psychological ownership among employees of Power Holding
Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited (NITEL), and Kano
State Water Board.
Having established the possible logical connection between servant leader behaviours and
development of psychological ownership among employees, next section discusses some of
the methodological techniques to be used in executing the proposed study.

3. Method
3.1

Sample

The proposed study would be cross-sectional and questionnaire would be used for data
collection. Sample would be drawn from the three chosen Nigerian public utility organizations
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including Power Holding Company of Nigeria (PHCN), Nigeria Telecommunications Limited
(NITEL), and Kano State Water Board that operate Kano State, Nigeria. A total of 291 lower
and middle level employees of the participating organizations would be selected for this
proposed study. Using regression analysis, data collected would be analyzed to determine
the relationship between the servant leader behaviors and the employees’ psychological
ownership.
3.2

Servant Leadership

To measure servant leadership, 28 items adopted from Liden et al.’s (2008) measurement
scale would be used. The scale’s internal reliability was reported to be .89 (Liden et al. 2008).
A seven-point Likert scale ranging from ‘1’ “strongly disagree” to ‘7’ “strongly agree” was
employed to measure all items. According to Liden and his colleagues, there are seven
servant leadership dimensions including behaving ethically, putting subordinates first, helping
subordinates grow and succeed, empowering, conceptual skill, and creating value for the
community. Examples of servant leadership scale items include: “My manager holds high
ethical standards, my manager seems to care more about my success than his/her own, my
manager gives me the responsibility to make important decisions about my job, my manager
emphasizes the importance of giving back to the community, “I would seek help from my
manager if I had a personal problem, and my manager cares about my personal well-being”.
3.3

Psychological Ownership

To measure psychological ownership for the organization, seven items adopted from Van
Dyne and Pierce’s (2004) would be used. It has been reported in the literature that the Van
Dyne and Pierce’s (2004) scale internal consistency was .83 (Chi and Han 2008). A sevenpoint Likert scale ranging from ‘1’ “strongly disagree” to ‘7’ “strongly agree” would be
employed to measure all the items. Example of psychological ownership scale items include:
“I feel a very high degree of personal ownership for this organization”, “Most of the people
that work for this organization feel as though they own the company,” and “This is our
company”.

4. Conclusion
Consistent with literature review, psychological ownership for the organization, has been
shown to positively relate to a number of work outcomes such as employee commitment,
organizational citizenship behaviors, and task performance (Van Dyne & Pierce, 2004;
Wagner et al., 2003). Psychological ownership has also been shown to negatively relate to
undesirable individual behaviors such as workplace deviance (Avey et al., 2009). This paper
represents an attempt to propose a new framework in which servant leadership model could
spark off psychological ownership feelings among employees in public utility organizations.
Servant leaders are leaders who serve their organizations with a focus on the followers. To
servant leaders, followers are their first and primary concern, while the organizational
concerns occupy secondary status. They develop subordinates, help them to achieve and
flourish. Moreover, servant leaders desire followers they serve to become healthier, freer,
wiser, and increasingly autonomous. Essentially, this paper proposes that servant leadership
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when practiced by managers could encourage subordinate employees to learn to feel that the
organization they work for is “as if is their own”, which may further lead to some positive work
outcomes. The proposed study has been motivated by the practical need for both leadership
effectiveness and employee performance improvement in the three Nigerian public utility
organizations (i.e. PHCN, NITEL, and KSWB). In addition to proposing managerial and
employee solutions to the identified organizational problems, this paper would provide a major
theoretical contribution to the literature. No literature has been found relating to the current
proposed model. One major limitation of this study is that it is lacking empirical data, thus has
no any inferential power. This work only represents an attempt to stress the need for
researchers to focus attention and resources to investigate and find if positive relationships
exist between the proposed servant leader behaviours and psychological ownership among
employees.
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