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Abstract

Existing research shows that scholars try to achieve the goal of employee loyalty through human resource management
practices at the organization level. However, the new employer economics proposes a tendency from
“employer-centered” to “employee-centered”. Through a multi-level research method, this paper used 40 teams and
found that employer brands had a significantly positive effect on employee loyalty. Basic psychological needs played a
mediating role between employer brand and employee loyalty, but the team identification didn’t mediate the
relationship between employer brand and employee loyalty. At last, the moderating role of servant leadership between
employer brand and employee loyalty was not proved.
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1. Introduction

Employee loyalty has always been a hot topic of discussion and research in the field of human resource management,
which refers that employers endeavor to keep employees for achieving business goals. In fact, employees are the
subjects who actually make the decision to leave or stay (Frank, Finnegan, & Taylor, 2004). Employees make the
efforts depending on the employer striving for their retention and matching with their own basic psychological needs.
Under the new employer economics, we must switch from “employer-centered” to “employee-centered”. Employee
loyalty reflects a long-term commitment of employees to the business. Therefore, we need follow the definition of
employee loyalty to study the influencing factors, and accurately speaking, starting with the basic psychological needs
of employees.

From the perspective of marketing, employees are regarded as the internal customers of the organization. Employer
brand is regarded as internal marketing of employer to employees, and the goal of internal marketing is employee
loyalty. However, comparing this process from external marketing to internal marketing, we find that the way the
company making efforts for employees and customers is different, but the ultimate goal is to achieve a deal. As a result,
the success of a company is linked to continuous maintain such trading relationships with employees and customers.
This paper regards the continuous transaction relationship between the company and the employee as employee loyalty,
and the continuous transaction relationship with customer is considered as repeated purchase behavior. In the study of
customer repeat purchase behavior, customer satisfaction is generally used as a cause variable. Satisfaction is a state of
mind which means the basic psychological needs are satisfied. Therefore, the possible influencing mechanism of team
employer brand on employee loyalty is due to the satisfaction of employees' basic psychological needs. Furthermore,
the influencing mechanism might also reflect in the sense of team identification which can stimulate the active
behavior of employees. The employee loyalty is the concrete manifestation of identification with the team.

Greenleaf (1970) pointed out that servant leadership always put employee’s benefit at the first place, trying to make
employees “healthy, smarter, freedom, independent”, and the main motivation was to service rather than supervise.
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Farling, Stone and Winston (1999) argued that servant leadership included two components: behavior (vision, service)
and relationship (impact, credibility, trust). Servant leadership was significantly positively related to employee
organizational trust and supervisor trust (Joseph & Winston, 2005), employee's perception of fairness, job satisfaction,
and emotional belonging (Reinke, 2004). Servant leaders is an effective leadership behavior and has surpassed other
leaders in predicting employee attitudes and behaviors. The moderating effect of servant leadership has been
demonstrated by some studies (Bauer, Perrot, Liden, & Erdogan, 2019; Wu, Qiu, Dooley, & Ma, 2019).

Our study makes several contributions to the existing literature of employee loyalty. First, the article integrates a
multi-level perspective to explore the mechanism between employer brand and employee loyalty. On the one hand,
route 1 uses the model of “stimulus-perception-behavior” in dynamic psychology to test the important role of basic
needs of employees. On the other hand, route 2 studies how team employer brand through team identification affects
employee loyalty (behavior). Second, there is a current lack of researches about the contextual factors, which may
affect the relationship between employer brand and team identification at the team level and between employer brand
and employee psychological need at the individual level, and our study just fills this gap. The theoretical model is
shown in Figure 1.

Servant leadership

/

Team identification

Team employer brand

Team level
Individual level \
Employee
psychological need Employee loyalty

Figure 1. Theoretical Model

2. Literature Review
2.1 Team Employer Brand Affect Employee Loyalty

Existing research shows that team employer brand reflects employee sense of their employment experience (Barow &
Mosely, 2005). Employee loyalty is influenced by team's employment brand, and a good team employer brand has a
positive effect on employee loyalty (Priyadarshi, 2011) and brand affect (Tayyaba et al., 2018). Prior study used
questionnaires to examine the loyalty of the employee and their employer brand. Using empirical analysis, the results
showed that employee loyalty was significantly related to employer brand. The better the employer's brand building,
the higher the employee loyalty. Therefore, this paper proposes the hypothesis that:

HI: The team employer brand has a positive impact on employee loyalty.
2.2 The Mediating Role of Employees' Basic Psychological Needs and Team Identification

At the individual level, self-determination theory illustrates how the environment affects individual behavior, and its
link to positive psychology and active organizational behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985). According to self-determination
theory, the environment has an important influence on individual's basic psychological need satisfaction (Deci, 2000).
For employees, the largest environment is the organization. Employer branding is the corporate image established
through the workplace, which makes the company different from other companies and become the optimal working
environment (Ewing et al., 2002; Berthon, Ewing, & Hah, 2005). If an organization is perceived by individuals and
have a sense of integration, the organization must be understood and recognized by individuals at first. The foundation
of employer branding is the perception of employees in the organization, namely, employment experience. This
employment experience directly affects the satisfaction of employees' basic psychological needs (Dave, 2001).
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If the basic psychological needs are satisfied, it can promote individual's positive behavior and attitude. Past studies
have shown that satisfaction of basic psychological needs was positively correlated with better work performance
(Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009), more engaged work attitude (Deci et al., 2001) and better psychological state (Gagné
& Deci, 2005).

From the perspective of cognition, organizational identification is defined as the cognitive process in which individuals
produce a sense of oneness or belongingness with an organization, which enables individuals and organizations to
reach agreement on values (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). De Cremer (2005) first put forward the concept of team
identification, believing that team identification is that many individuals replace their own ideal with the same goal,
and then identify with each other and the common goal of the team. One of the main objectives of employer brand is to
encourage existing employees to identify with the organization (Edwards, 2005; Martin, 2008). In addition,
organizational identification can motivate and help guide employees' behaviors by endowing them value (Ashforth &
Mael, 1996). Moreover, the levels of identification and loyalty of employees to the organization are positively correlate
with the performance at work (Mael & Ashforth, 1992), which stimulates organizations to build their own employer
brand for getting a higher degree of identity from potential or existing employees. In fact, compared with organizations,
employees are more likely to identify with the work teams they work with on daily life, which makes the team identity
show more significant predictive power to employees' behaviors at workplace. Therefore, team identification has a far
greater impact on employees' behaviors than organization identification (Riketta & van Dick, 2005). Therefore, we
predict that:

H?2: The team employer brand has a positive impact on team identification.
H3: The team employer brand has a positive impact on individual employees' basic psychological needs.
H4: Team identification mediates the relationship between team employer brand and employee loyalty.

H5: Individual employees' basic psychological needs mediates the relationship between team employer brand and
employee loyalty.

2.3 The Moderated Mediation Effect of Servant Leadership on Employer Brand, Team Identification, Basic
Psychological Needs and Employee Loyalty

Hewitt argued that employer brand, as an image of employers, was reflected in the value, policy and behavior system
related to motivating and retaining existing employees and attracting potential employees. And others believed that
employer brand was the brand commitment provided by enterprises to employees. In work, employees are often in
contact with supervisors and leaders, so the behaviors of leaders affect employees' perception of employer brand to
some extent.

At the team level, the “people-oriented leadership behavior” embodied by servant leadership can create a good team
atmosphere at the group level (van Dierendonck, 2011), so as to improve team's efficiency and performance, and make
the whole organization form a culture of servant leadership. Chinese researchers found that servant leaders would
influence the performance of employees at the individual level through service-oriented behaviors at the team level.
Moreover, servant leadership at the team level will not only affect employees' short-term work performance, but also
affect their long-term work performance through short-term performance.

Thus, from the perspective of social identity theory, a good employer brand can stimulate team identification, and
promote the satisfaction of employees' basic psychological needs from the perspective of self-determination theory.
Employer brand is the brand commitment of enterprises and employees, and servant leadership has a moderating effect
on employer brand, employees and their teams. Therefore, the hypothesis is made.

H6: Servant leadership moderates the indirect relationship between team employer brand and employee loyalty via
team identification.

H7: Servant leadership moderates the indirect relationship between team employer brand and employee loyalty via
basic need satisfaction.

3. Research Methodology
3.1 Data Collection and Sample

This paper distributed questionnaires to employees and their supervisors from Sichuan, Yunnan and Chongqing in
mainland China to obtain first-hand data through large sample. A total of 40 teams of data, 160 self-test data of
employees and 40 pieces of data filled in by supervisors were distributed and collected, all of which were examined as
valid questionnaires.
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3.2 Instruments/Questionnaire
3.2.1 Employer Brand

Employer brand was measured by 25 items developed by (Berthon, Ewing, & Hah, 2005). A sample item is: “Working
in an exciting environment”. Scores were averaged, and higher scores indicated higher levels of employer
attractiveness.

3.2.2 Team Identification

Team identification was measured by 2 items developed by (Baron & Kenny, 1986). A sample item is: “To what extent
does the group member identify with the team?”. Scores were averaged, and higher scores indicated higher levels of
team identification.

3.2.3 Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction

Nine items from Deci (2000) was used to assess need satisfaction. An example of items is: “I feel a lot of closeness and
intimacy”. Scores were averaged, and higher scores indicated higher levels of need satisfaction.

3.2.4 Servant Leadership

We used a fifteen-item scale to measure servant leadership (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). A sample items is: “This
person puts my best interests ahead of his/her own’’. Scores were averaged, and higher scores indicated higher levels
of servant leadership.

3.2.5 Employee Loyalty

We used a seven-item scale to measure employee loyalty (Yao, Huang, & Fan, 2008). It includes attitude and behavior
loyalty. Sample items are: “Working in this enterprise is my best choice’” and “I wouldn't leave the company without
major reasons”. Scores were averaged, and higher scores indicated higher levels of employee loyalty.

3. Results and Findings

In this paper, multilevel research method is adopted to pair team data with employee data to find out the influencing
factors of employee loyalty at the individual level and team level. In addition, SPSS 22 and STATA 14.0 were used for
data analysis.

Table 1. Results of Stata analysis

Employee psychological

T identificati Empl loyal

cam identification need mployee loyalty
coefficient  coefficient  coefficient coefficient coefficient coefficient  coefficient
(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)
0.58" -0.24 " 3.327 123" . 0.95"

int t 1.12° (0.34 1.22° (0.49

tntercep (0.17) (0.47) 039 .84 (0.48) 049 0.45)
0.83" 0.77" - -0.49 047" . 0.29"

T 1 brand 0.68 (0.09 0.45 (0.22

catil employer braft (0.04) (0.17) ©09 430 (0.12) ©022) 012

0.55" -0.23
t 1 hi

Servant leadership (0.18) (0.32)

Team employer brand X -0.07" 0.21"

Servant leadership (0.04) (0.07)

Team identification 0.03 (0.22)

Employee  basic  need 0.26"

satisfaction (0.05)

Notes. leader sample = 40; employee sample= 160; + p <.10; * p <.05; ** p <.01.

First, the hypothesis that team employer brand is significant positively correlated with employee loyalty is tested
(coefficient =0.47, standard error =0.12, p <.01). Second, team employer brand is significant positively related with
team identification (coefficient =0.83, standard error =0.04, p <.01). Third, the hypothesis that employer brand
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perception is significant positively correlated with the basic psychological needs of employees is valid (coefficient
=0.68, standard error =0.09, p <.01). Forth, the hypothesis that the basic psychological needs of employees play a
mediating role between team employer brand and the loyalty of employees is demonstrated (95% confidence interval =
[0.10, 0.26], excluding “0”). therefore, the routine 1 was totally supported, then we tested the routine 2. The hypothesis
4 suggests that team identification mediates the relationship between team employer brand and employee loyalty was
not supported because of confidence interval = [-0.34, 0.39], including “0”).

In addition, servant leadership doesn’t play roles in the relationship between employer brand and employee loyalty via
basic psychological needs and team identification. Specifically, when the servant leadership is high, the indirect
influence of employer brand perception on employee loyalty through team identity will be strengthened (95%
confidence interval = [-0.23, 0.26], including “0”). The indirect influence of employer brand perception on employee
loyalty will be strengthened through the basic psychological needs of employees (95% confidence interval = [-0.06,
0.14], including “0”). Hence, neither hypothesis about the moderating role of servant leadership is proved.

5. Conclusion and Discussion

Based on self-determination theory and social identity theory, this paper explored the antecedent of employee loyalty.
It showed that in the era of borderless career, employer brand was an important factor to increase employee loyalty. In
addition, we tested the internal mechanism between employer brand and employee loyalty, revealing the conditioning
effect of servant leadership. These conclusions enrich the research content of employer brand and employee loyalty in
the following ways.

5.1 Employer Brand Is an Important Antecedent Variable of Employee Loyalty

Employer brand significantly affects employee loyalty intention and behavior, which is consistent with the past
research (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). This shows that team employer brand is a unique employment experience of
employees and a commitment to convey employment value (Dave, 2001), a good match between the satisfaction of
employees' basic psychological needs and employment experience and employment value is conducive to promoting
employee loyalty. Moreover, in terms of employee loyalty, the basic psychological needs theory holds that people are
born with three psychological needs: competence, autonomy and relatedness. All individuals will strive to make their
needs satisfied, and tend to stay in the environment that satisfies these basic psychological needs (Deci, 2000).
Therefore, good employer brand building creates an environment that meets the basic psychological needs of
employees. In such a working environment, employees will develop from compulsory value identity to endogenous
value identity.

5.2 Team Employer Brand is an Important Antecedent Variable of Basic Psychological Needs and Team Identification

The empirical results of this research show that employer brand has a significant positive impact on the basic
psychological needs of employees. It means that, in an organization, employees tend to stay for a long time when their
basic psychological needs are satisfied. And this result tests the “stimulus - perception - behavior” theory. The stimulus
is an external influence that triggers the recipient's response. Therefore, employer brand, as the perceived employment
experience of employees, is a kind of stimulation signal for employees, and it affects the basic psychological needs of
employees. In an enterprise, there are implicit agreements between employees and organizations, so employees expect
organizations to create various conditions to meet their basic psychological needs. In turn, employees will be loyal to
their organization, reduce the tendency to leave, and maintain and defend the implicit and interactive nature of the
employer brand of the organization (Kotter, 1973). Therefore, in management practice, to create unique employment
experience for employees is helpful to meet the multi-level and multi-type psychological needs of employees, so that
enterprises can retain existing employees and create unique competitive advantages.

Employer brand can influence the team identification at the team level, and a good employer brand can improve the
team identification of the whole company. Edwards (2005) proposed that one of the main goals of promoting employer
brand was to encourage existing employees to identify with the organization. And organization identification can
motivate and guide employees' behaviors by giving employees value (Ashforth & Mael, 1996). In addition, the levels
of identity and loyalty of employees to the organization are positively correlated with their active performance in work
(Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Therefore, in order to ensure the enthusiasm, enterprises need to pay attention to the
construction of employer brand.

5.3 The Moderating Role of Servant Leadership

Existing studies show that external environmental factors such as “servant leadership” can be regarded as a moderator
variable, then influence the outcome variable through mediator variable. According to cognitive evaluation theory,
individual behavior is influenced by external factors, and leadership style is an important external situation faced by
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employees. Moreover, the empirical results show that servant leadership fails to improve the satisfaction of employees'
basic psychological needs, nor can it further improve the probability of employee loyalty. However, for the
organization, it will improve its efficiency in completing tasks and allocating resources. The supportive emotions and
behavioral characteristics of leaders have a positive impact on the morale of subordinates and form their potential
positive behaviors (Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002). Most of the researches on the single behavior of “servant
leadership” point out that servant leadership has positive effects on work attitude, positive behavior, mental health. At
the same time, good employer brand can stimulate team identification from the perspective of organization
identification theory. Moreover, excellent employer brand can promote the satisfaction of employees' basic
psychological needs, and then affect employees' loyalty from the perspective of self-determination theory. All suggest
that servant leadership has a moderating effect on employees and their teams and employer brand, but the data does not
support the hypothesis. Therefore, it can be concluded that the disloyalty of employees may also occur under the
behavior of servant leadership, which is just like the Chinese saying, “going too far is as bad as not going far enough”.
That is to say, good environment, easy interpersonal relationship, effective identification and psychological needs
satisfaction cannot bring employees' “real and true” loyalty under certain circumstances.

6. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Despite these contributions, our study has several limitations that point to avenues for future research. One limitation is
that the self-reported data, which is likely to yield common-method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). To control for
confounding factors, we recommend future research to employ experimental designs or use multi-source data from a
broader source, such as the employees’ loyalty from their partners. Another limitation is that the moderated effect of
servant leadership hasn’t been tested. We encourage future research to examine other possible contextual role, such as
ethical leadership, which could stimulate employee loyalty directly (Tseng & Wu, 2017).
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