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Abstract: Hotels face persistent challenges related to employee disengagement as many workers frequently leave their
organisations. Stresses of communicating with guests from diverse cultural backgrounds coupled with overburdened workloads
and poor working conditions have immensely reduced employee morale and heightened perceptions that top management
prioritise personal gain over employee well-being. The main purpose of the current study was, therefore, to explore the predictive
effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement, mediated by servant leadership. The specific objectives of the study were
therefore: (1) to determine the effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement; (2) to examine the effect of cultural
intelligence on servant leadership; (3) to establish the effect of servant leadership on work engagement; and (4) to ascertain the
mediating role of servant leadership in the relationship between cultural intelligence and work engagement. Based on the social
exchange theory, the study conducted a quantitative survey with 229 respondents from different hotels, using a clustered
sampling technique, supported by simple random sampling. SPSS Statistics v30 was used to analyse data, with some correlation
and regression analysis tools being employed. The Macro Process by Hayes version 4 was used to measure the mediating effect
of servant leadership. The study’s results confirmed a positive relationship between cultural intelligence and work engagement.
Servant leadership was also found to fully mediate this relationship. This reveals the need for human resource managers to
implement recruitment strategies that assess candidates for cultural intelligence and servant leadership potential. Servant
leadership is confirmed through this study to enhance employee engagement in the hotel sector. Individuals who exhibit these
qualities are more likely to thrive in diverse teams and contribute to a positive organisational culture in the hotel sector.
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INTRODUCTION

Hotels are a significant segment of the hospitality and tourism sector, primarily tasked with providing accommodation for
local and international guests (Vakira & Shereni, 2025). Hotels worldwide pay a significant role in promoting economic
sustainability. Evidence shows that the hotel industry generates economic benefits for related sectors, including airlines, tour
guide agencies and entertainment venues (Tawfig & Aggad, 2025). However, hotel customers often seek more than just
facilities; they expect memorable hotel experiences, some of which are co-created through exceptional service delivered by
hotel employees and managers (Hurombo et al., 2025). The unique nature of the hotel sector requires service employees to
display emotional engagement during interactions with guests, underscoring their role as essential human capital for
facilitating strong relationships with customers (Lam & Cheung, 2024). This is especially crucial in an industry where
employees routinely engage with culturally diverse clientele (Bukhari et al., 2024). Thus, as the hotel sector grows, there is
increasing recognition of the pivotal role played by employees in addressing the varied needs of guests. The care that hotel
staff feel for their visitors is at the heart of the hospitality sector (Jawabreh et al., 2025). Nevertheless, despite their significance,
employee disengagement remains a pressing issue within the sector (Grobelna & Tokarz-Kocik, 2025; Rao et al., 2025).

Hotels face a critical challenge with employee retention, as many workers are leaving their organisations for multiple
reasons (Bhebhe, 2020). Overburdened workloads, coupled with the stresses of communicating with guests from diverse
cultural backgrounds, contribute to employee dissatisfaction. In addition, the lack of job security and limited career
advancement opportunities negatively impacts employee morale and engagement (Vakira et al., 2023). Literature suggests that
fostering cultural intelligence (CQ) can enhance work engagement in the hotel industry ((Lam & Cheung, 2024). Cultural
intelligence refers to the capability to perform effectively in culturally diverse situations by understanding and adapting to
different cultural norms, behaviours, and expectations (Muiri, 2024; Hurombo et al., 2024). In the hospitality sector, cultural
intelligence is particularly important, as employees frequently interact with diverse guests. Higher levels of cultural
intelligence contribute to improved customer satisfaction and facilitate better relationships between employees and guests.
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Studies indicate that employees with high cultural intelligence receive better guest satisfaction ratings (Lam & Cheung,
2024). Despite the evident benefits of cultural intelligence, there is a notable gap in research examining its relationship with
work engagement in hotels, particularly in the Global South. Existing studies have primarily focused on developed countries
or other sectors. For example, Min et al. (2023) examined restaurant employees in the USA and Hawaii. Other research has
focused on multinational organisations in Brazil, China, Japan, and the UK (Cavazotte et al., 2021) or Malaysian universities
(Ramalu & Subramaniam, 2019). Nevertheless, studies examining the nexus between cultural intelligence and work
engagement in developing countries remain scarce. Scholars have also highlighted the importance of leadership styles in
enhancing various organisational relationships. Servant leadership has been identified as one of the critical leadership styles
that can nurture the attitudes and behaviours of employees in the hotel sector (Ling et al., 2017). Servant leadership
emphasises addressing employees' or followers’ needs and ensuring their well-being accomplishing organisational objectives.
The hotel sector is heavily people-oriented, focusing on both internal and external customers. Given this focus, servant
leadership is particularly relevant and effective in the hotel sector (Al-Azab & Al-Romeedy, 2024). Furthermore, it is regarded
as more effective in addressing service-related challenges compared to other leadership approaches (Chen & Wu, 2017).

Therefore, the current study adopted the servant leadership approach as a mediator in the relationship between cultural
intelligence and work engagement within the hotel sector. It is argued that servant leadership believes in serving the interests
of employees first, rather than prioritising their own interests and control. The literature argued that servant leadership
philosophy can augment employee engagement. In that same vein, it is noted that servant leadership, because of its philosophy
of humility, stewardship and empathy, can have a positive influence on cultural intelligence. Servant leaders believe in
empowering their employees, which means the leaders should be rich in knowing cultural beliefs and norms, which boost
cultural intelligence (Ling et al., 2017). While this approach has been explored in other studies (for example Ajitha &
Dhanabhakyam (2025); in Information technologies; Yang (2023); migrant workers in Taiwan; Presbitero et al. (2025); multi-
cultural workgroups in diverse organisations), there is a lack of research applying it specifically to the hotel sector, particularly
in assessing the nexus between cultural intelligence and work engagement. In Zimbabwe, Vakira et al. (2023) examined the
relationship between inclusive leadership and employee engagement, mediated by psychological safety, within the hospitality
industry. The study confirmed high levels of disengagement among hotel employees, necessitating strategies to address this
challenge. In spite of these observations, only a scant study in Africa has assessed the interplay between cultural intelligence,
work engagement, and servant leadership in the hotel industry. The researchers went through several academic articles in the
literature and discovered that there is limited information when it comes to the mediation work of servant leadership. It was
acknowledged that servant leadership has been used as a mediator and a moderator in other articles (Dalain, 2023; Asad et al.,
2019). However, these studies focus on other concepts like high-performance work systems, organisational performance and
organisational innovation. There are limited studies that have employed servant leadership as a mediator in the relationship
between cultural intelligence and work engagement, particularly in the hotel sector. Given the global challenges surrounding
work engagement, it is imperative to carry out this study in the hotel industry. The literature articulated that employee
disengagement in different sectors, including the hotel sector, has been a serious predicament in the USA. It was manifested that
disengaged employees are costing the USA around $350 billion per year. In Canada, the literature revealed that 69% of the
participants who were involved in a survey of 368 HR professionals working in different sectors confirmed that employee
disengagement was a serious predicament of organisational performance (Kibambila et al., 2021). Therefore, there is a pressing
need for further studies in Africa to explore effective strategies for enhancing employee or work engagement. The primary
objective of the current study is, therefore, to explore the predictive effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement,
mediated by servant leadership in the context of the hotel sector. Specific research objectives were established as follows:

(1) To examine the effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement

(2) To establish the effect of cultural intelligence on servant leadership,

(3) To determine the effect of servant leadership on work engagement and

(4) To ascertain the mediating effect of servant leadership on the nexus between cultural intelligence and work engagement.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
Theoretical Framework
The study is underpinned by the Social Exchange Theory (SET), which was originally coined by Homans (1959) to
assess the behaviour of human beings (Oparaocha, 2016). The theory is premised on the belief that, when one part of the
relationship process provides the other with a benefit that is viewed as important, the other part is obliged to reciprocate by
proffering something of value to the other part (Mitchell et al., 2012; Oparaocha, 2016). A good relationship between the
two parties, therefore, generates positive behaviour which positively impacts productivity. Further, when the relationship is
stable, it paves the way for trust and continuous mutual understanding between the parties involved (Chinomona & Mofokeng,
2016). This relationship is thus anchored on social reciprocity, which expresses certain obligations to be fulfilled in exchange
for reasonable and acceptable remuneration, which includes pay and other non-tangible rewards like job security, promotion
opportunities, and psychological support (Avanzi et al., 2014). Therefore, if the employees think that their relationship with the
employer is balanced, and what they are receiving is of value, they reciprocate effectively, with a positive attitude which
erodes thoughts of leaving the organisation (Harden et al., 2018). Conversely, when employees are dissatisfied with the
relationship, for example, when they are unhappy with the distribution of resources, lack of job autonomy, lack of career
progression, and pay, they are likely to discontinue the relationship which involves the organisation (Chinomona & Mofokeng,
2016). Therefore, this theory anchors the assertion of cultural intelligence, servant leadership and work engagement. When
employees feel that the distribution of resources is fair in the organisation, their level of engagement will increase. In that same
vein, when employees from different backgrounds perceive that leaders in the organisation are acknowledging the existence of
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minority groups, they might reciprocate by increasing the level of engagement. In addition, when employees realise that their
leaders are putting their needs first, their level of commitment towards their work might be enhanced.

Work engagement

Dhir & Shukla (2019) conceptualised work engagement as the level to which employees present and employ themselves
in their job roles. The above assertion means that engaged employees bring themselves to work fully, thus, mentally and
physically. Work engagement leads to better individual initiatives like innovative behaviour, personal initiatives, and
organisational initiatives, which lead to reduced turnover intentions and actual turnover, improved productivity, amplified
customer satisfaction, customer retention and loyalty (Karatepe & Ngeche, 2012; Dhir & Shukla, 2019). Work engagement
has three phases, which are engaged, not engaged and disengaged (Radda et al., 2015). Engaged employees are those who are
passionate about their jobs and innovative enough to make the job interesting and enjoyable. These employees are fully
involved mentally and emotionally to accomplish the interests of the organisation, that is, the vision and the mission
(Ehambaranathan et al., 2015). Not-engaged employees are those who pretend as if they are working while they are not. They
put less effort into their work, and they are not moved or motivated to exert more energy in their work (Bhuvanaiah & Raya,
2015). Moving further, disengaged employees are the most dangerous employees in the organisation because they can spread
their negative behaviour to other employees (Bhuvanaiah & Raya, 2015). These employees are a liability to the organisation
because they are not committed to the organisation, and this kind of behaviour is costly to the organisation because they cause
reduced employee satisfaction and innovation among other employees in the organisation (Payambarpour & Hooi, 2015).

Cultural Intelligence (CQ)

Cultural intelligence is defined as a person’s capability for successful adaptation to new cultural settings (Ang et al., 2007).
Early & Peterson (2004) defined cultural intelligence as the ability to use skills appropriately to understand others in a cross-
cultural context. Further, Chen et al. (2011) described cultural intelligence as an individual’s capacity to culturally adapt or
adjust effectively to culturally diverse situations. It is thus clear from the definitions that Cultural intelligence (CQ) involves
the skills and ability to manage multicultural settings in an organisation. The topic has been gaining momentum in the past
years, and it has been motivated by the practical veracity of globalisation (Mahembe & Engelbrecht, 2014). CQ is composed
of the head, heart and body as highlighted in the literature (Earley & Peterson, 2004; Brancu et al., 2016). The head refers to
the cognitive knowledge about cultural differences. Such understanding can help leaders and employees from different tribes
of cultures to have a good relationship with other employees from diverse backgrounds. To have only knowledge is not
enough; one must be motivated to have the desire, to adjust to a new culture and fit in that society (Brancu et al., 2016). This
element is also known as the heart of CQ. People with strong motivational CQ have an improved sense of efficacy or ability to
understand and adapt to a new culture (Earley & Peterson, 2004). Last but not least, regarding the body of CQ, for one to be
considered high in CQ, the individual must act on their knowledge and passion. They should try to copy or imitate the habits
and mannerisms of other cultures. Therefore, they can physically adjust their behaviours to be familiar with other cultures in
the organisation (Harrison & Brower, 2011). Apart from the three categories discussed above, cultural intelligence can also be
viewed from its original four dimensions, which encompass metacognitive (related to awareness), cognitive (related to
knowledge), motivational (related to interest and self-efficacy) and behavioural ( related to behaviours) (Nam & Park, 2019).

Servant Leadership

Servant leadership was originally propounded by Greenleaf (1977), and it is described as a philosophy that values
service to others over egotism and is linked to the growth and well-being of employees in the organisation and the
community (Piong, 2016). It is further expounded as the leadership style that enhances moral culture in the community,
concentrates on the needs of employees, provides fair treatment, and exhibits compassion (Lamprinou et al., 2021).
Building on the above-articulated definitions, it can be noted that servant leaders prioritise the interests of their followers
first at the expense of their own needs. The strategy of servant leaders is to motivate employees through the implementation
of their needs first before they consider their own, hence it was chosen ahead of other leadership styles in business. In
today’s business, organisations need to maintain their level of competitiveness to enlarge their market share in an
environment where change is continuous and at a rapid pace. For this matter, organisations need leaders who motivate
employees towards improved changes and enhance organisational commitment because work disengagement is costly to
the organisation, particularly in the hospitality sector (Irfan & Rjoub, 2021). Servant leaders are distinguished by selfless
behaviour, altruism, and people-centricity (Phan et al., 2018). The servant leadership approach was employed because it
motivates its followers to be dedicated, which necessitates higher employee satisfaction, which triggers improved
performance. They facilitate new ideas and challenge employees to be innovative champions (Nazar, 2019). It is also argued
that servant leadership is positively associated with organisational commitment because of its interest in paying attention to the
needs of employees and promoting growth for subordinates first (Irfan & Rjoub, 2021). Servant leadership not only promote
employee organisational commitment and performance, but it also nurtures employee engagement and trust climate among
members and their leaders, because of its mantra, “serving people first” (Sims, 2018). Through its mantra, the servant
leadership approach can motivate leaders to get to know more about the culture of each and every employee; therefore,
combining cultural intelligence and servant leadership can improve the work engagement of employees in hotels. This type of
leadership style is therefore crucial for enhancing organisational performance and competitiveness (Nazar, 2019).

Cultural Intelligence and Work Engagement
Globalisation has necessitated employees to migrate from one country to the other, hence the need for cultural
intelligence. Several scholars allude to a positive relationship between cultural intelligence and work engagement. Ramalu
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& Subramaniam (2019) claimed that the relationship between cultural intelligence and work engagement is both direct and

indirect. Le et al. (2018) also uncovered that cognitive cultural intelligence is related to life satisfaction, mediated by career

engagement. The work of Umirzakov et al. (2020) and Min et al. (2023) confirmed that cultural intelligence has a positive

effect on employee performance and work engagement. In view of the foregoing, the current study thus hypothesises that:
H;: Cultural intelligence has a positive effect on work engagement

Cultural Intelligence and Servant Leadership

In its fragmented state, literature seems to suggest an interrelationship between the two as the two frameworks share
foundational values such as humility, empathy, and a commitment to developing others, suggesting a natural overlap.
Rockstuhl et al. (2011) argue that leaders with high CQ are more inclined towards understanding the values, beliefs, and
communication styles of culturally diverse team members, thereby cultivating the servant leadership attributes of listening,
empathy, and stewardship. On the other hand, Ng et al. (2009) also observed that servant leaders with strong CQ are more
likely to be inclusive, build trust, and lead with a global mindset, contributing to improved team cohesion and
organisational performance. Thus, it can be argued that a leader who has a high level of cultural intelligence can apply the
mantra of “employees first” because they know and appreciate the needs of every employee, despite their background. In
view of the foregoing, the researchers propose that:

H2: There is a significant relationship between cultural intelligence and servant leadership.

Servant Leadership and Work Engagement

Literature suggests that the themes of servant leadership have a positive effect on work engagement (Carter & Baghurst,
2014; Kaya & Karatepe, 2020). This entails that servant leadership principles of serving people first are important in
necessitating improved work engagement. Parmar et al. (2020) argued that servant leadership has a positive impact on
employee engagement . A study by Al-Azab & Al-Romeedy (2024) also observed that servant leadership was established as
a variable that improves employee dedication, vigour and absorption. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: There is a significant relationship between servant leadership and work engagement.

The mediating effect of servant leadership on cultural intelligence and work engagement

Previous research has shown that servant leadership positively mediates the relationship between high-performance
work systems and organisational performance (Asad et al., 2019). Additionally, studies have also revealed that servant
leadership moderates the relationship between employee engagement and organisational innovation (Dalain, 2023). In
view of the foregoing, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4: Servant leadership significantly and positively mediates the relationship between cultural intelligence and work
engagement.

| > Servant Leadership l
Hz H3
_ |
Cultural Intelligence > Work Engagement
H,;
Figure 1. Proposed Conceptual Framework (Source: Developed by the researchers)
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and sampling

The employees in the hotel industry who are based in the Matabeleland North Province of Zimbabwe were used as the
targeted population. The total number of employees as obtained from the Human Resource Departments was 560. The study
targeted 10 hotels operating in the Matabeleland North Province out of 71 (Zimbabwe Tourism Authority, 2024). These 10
hotels were selected because they were accessible to the researchers. Furthermore, the researchers collected data from
Matabeleland Province because their region receives more tourists, necessitated by the presence of Victoria Falls in the same
region. The researchers used Raosoft's sample size calculator to calculate the sample size. Therefore, from the targeted
population of 560, the sample size was 229 participants. The use of the Raosoft sample size calculator is widely endorsed in
research for its practicality, accuracy, and ease of use in determining statistically valid sample sizes. According to Singh &
Masuku (2014), tools like Raosoft simplify this process without compromising statistical rigour. The researchers adopted a
probability sampling procedure to select participants for this study. Using probability sampling, a clustered sampling
technique was used. The cluster sampling technique was employed because the population was geographically dispersed.
Hotels in the Matabeleland North Province are not in the same location; hence clustered sampling was employed. The
cluster sampling technique is cost-effective and saves time because the population is dispersed. This technique was also
anchored by a simple random technique. The researcher prepared the list of the sample and put them in clusters according
to their uniqueness. The researchers randomly picked participants from every cluster to make sure that every cluster was
equally represented, in line with the number of participants in every cluster. The data was collected from four town clusters
located in the province. These were, namely, the Victoria Falls (06), Hwange (02), Binga (01) and Lupane town (01).

Data collection instrument
The current study used a closed-ended questionnaire to collect data. The questionnaire had two main sections. The
first section was for the demographic characteristics of the participants. The second section constituted 57 scale items
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which fell under the hypothesised dimensions of ‘Cultural Intelligence’, “Work engagement’ and ‘Servant Leadership’.
All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale, and respondents were asked to rate the items ranging from
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). The questionnaire was pilot-tested on 15 potential respondents: 5 from
Lupane State University and 10 from different hotels. Constructive feedback ensured minor adjustments to scales and
also the reduction in the size of the questionnaires, as respondents felt that the questionnaire was too long for them. The
testing also revealed that it took less than 15 minutes to complete the questionnaire and that the readability of the
questionnaire was acceptable across various educational levels. All the questionnaires distributed in the survey were
accompanied by an introductory letter providing the name of the researchers, affiliation, the purpose of the study, and
the request directed to the participants, requesting them to take part in the research.

Data collection procedure and analysis

Questionnaires were self-administered face-to-face (138) and online, making use of Google Forms (91). Some of the
employees were on leave during data collection, and some were busy at work; hence, it was imperative to use a Google form
to distribute the questionnaire to all participants. This technique of collecting data online has become prevalent in research
because it has been used by several scholars in collecting large data from the participants (Vakira & Shereni, 2025). The
researchers emphasised the importance of transparency, informed consent, confidentiality, data protection and their right to
withdraw from the study without any consequences. Explicit consent was obtained from employees before collecting data.

Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS version 30). Correlation analysis was
used to analyse the results. A regression analysis model from SPSS was used to test all the hypotheses. The Macro Process
by Hayes version 4 was used to measure the mediating effect of servant leadership (Martina & Ahmad, 2010).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Response rate and demographic characteristics of the respondents

From a total of 229 questionnaires distributed, 224 were returned; however, 2 were deemed unusable. Consequently,
222 questionnaires were valid for analysis, resulting in a response rate of approximately 97%. 87 of the returned
questionnaires were gathered through Google Forms, while 135 were collected through physical distribution, which makes
a total of 222 questionnaires. According to Saunders et al. (2016), a response rate exceeding 50% is considered adequate to
ensure the validity of research findings. The results, as illustrated in Table 1, show that the majority of respondents were
males, accounting for 112 respondents (51%), while female respondents constituted 110 (49%). This indicates a slight
gender imbalance within the hospitality sector, with a predominance of male employees.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the respondents

Characteristic F;Ie 1“2651; y Per;e):/:l)t 48€¢ | Characteristic FrNe(iuze;zc y Perfs/:)t age
Male 112 51% Less than 1 year 16 7.2%
Gender Female 110 49% 1-5 years 80 36%
High School 92 41.4% Work 6-10 years 56 252 %
Diploma 79 35.6% experience 11-15 years 35 15.8%
Education Degree 44 19.8% 16 — 20 years 16 7.2%
Postgraduate 7 3.2% 21-25 years 13 5.9%
Management 17 7.7% 26 years and above 6 2.7%
Human resources 18 8.1% 18-25 years 37 16%
Sales & Marketing 16 7.2% 26-35 years 91 41%
Departments Front Office 51 23% A 36- 45years 61 28%
Housekeeping 59 26.6% ge 46-55 years 20 9%
1 0
RI:;::E::n n §§ }421802 56 years and above 13 6%

The results also reveal that the majority of employees fall within the 26 to 35 age group, accounting for N=91
respondents (41%), followed by those aged 36 to 45, with N=61 respondents (28%). These findings suggest that the sector
largely comprises a youthful workforce, who may be energetic and well-positioned to drive organisational performance if
appropriately managed and motivated. Table 2 also presents the educational qualifications of employees in the sector. The
majority of respondents held high school qualifications (N=92, respondents, 41%). This indicates that a significant portion
of the employees possess relatively low formal education levels. A smaller proportion of respondents held Honours degrees
(N = 44 respondents, 20%) and postgraduate degrees (N=7 respondents, 3%), suggesting that higher academic
qualifications are less common. Work experience in the hospitality sector shows that the largest group of employees had
between 1 to 5 years of experience (N=80 respondents, 36%), followed by those with 6 to 10 years of experience (N=56
respondents, 25%). This trend suggests a relatively high rate of employee turnover within the sector, as a significant
proportion of the workforce comprises relatively new employees. Supporting this observation, the data also show that only
six respondents had over 26 years of experience, highlighting the limited number of long-serving employees in the sector.
These findings reflect potential challenges related to staff retention and institutional knowledge loss within Zimbabwe’s
hospitality sector. Lastly, Table 2 shows that most respondents came from the housekeeping department (N=59 respondents,
27%), followed by the front office department (N=51 respondents, 23%). These results unveil that most employees in the
hospitality sector are housed in housekeeping and the front office. The results also indicated the presence of management
(N=17 respondents, 8%), which makes this study relevant because these are some of the key respondents for the current study.
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Table 2. Hypothesis of CQ and WE

Outcome Variable: Work Engagement - Model Summar
R R-sq MSE F dfl df2 P
1142 .0130 104.2513 2.9055 1.0000 220.0000 .0137
Model coef Se t p LLCI ULCI
constant 51.4698 3.3677 15.2835 .0000 44.8328 58.1068
CultInte .0592 .0347 1.7046 .0137 .0092 1276

Correlation Analysis between Cultural Intelligence and Work Engagement: The results indicated a very weak positive
correlation between cultural intelligence and work engagement. This relationship was statistically significant, as evidenced
by a p-value of 0.001, which is below the conventional cut-off threshold of 0.05. The Spearman’s rho coefficient was 0.17,
signifying a very weak positive association between the two variables. This suggests that as levels of cultural intelligence
increase, work engagement increases correspondingly. These findings highlight the importance of having job fit, job links
and sacrifices as a key strategy in reducing thoughts of leaving the sector. These results align with the results of Gabel-
Shemueli et al. (2019), who confirmed that cultural intelligence positively enhances work engagement. In that same vein,
Ramalu & Subramaniam (2019) claimed that cultural intelligence has a significant effect on work engagement.

Correlation Analysis between Cultural Intelligence and Servant Leadership:

The results indicated a weak positive correlation between cultural intelligence and servant leadership. This relationship
was statistically significant, as evidenced by a p-value of 0.000, which is below the conventional cut-off threshold of 0.05.
The Spearman’s rho coefficient was 0.34, signifying a weak positive association between the two variables. This suggests
that as levels of cultural intelligence increase, servant leadership increases correspondingly. These findings highlight the
importance of having cultural intelligence in leaders, as it can impact the servant leadership approach. The literature has
confirmed that there is limited research that has assessed the relationship between cultural intelligence and servant leadership.
However, it can be argued that a leader who has a high level of cultural intelligence can apply the mantra of employees first
because they know and appreciate the needs of every employee, despite their background. Other studies that used servant
leadership confirmed that the concept can necessitate self-efficacy and improved service quality (Qiu et al., 2020). The work
of Karatepe et al. (2020) suggested that servant leadership enable an organisation to have a behaviour of innovation.

Correlation Analysis between Servant Leadership and Work Engagement:

The results indicated a weak positive correlation between servant leadership and work engagement. This relationship
was statistically significant, as evidenced by a p-value of 0.000, which is below the conventional cut-off threshold of 0.05.
Spearman’s rho coefficient was 0.38, signifying a weak positive association between the two variables. This suggests that
as levels of servant leadership increase, servant leadership increases correspondingly. These findings highlight the
importance of having servant leadership behaviours in leaders as it can impact work engagement, which can aggregate into
an improved organisational performance approach. The literature has confirmed that there is limited research that has
assessed the relationship between cultural intelligence and servant leadership. However, it can be argued that a leader who
has a high level of cultural intelligence can apply the mantra of employees first because they know and appreciate the needs
of every employee, despite their background. Other studies that used servant leadership confirmed that the concept can
necessitate self-efficacy and improved service quality (Qiu et al., 2020). The work of Karatepe et al. (2020) suggested that
servant leadership enables an organisation to have a behaviour of innovation.

Testing Research Hypotheses using Macro Process: Hypotheses were evaluated using the Macro Process that was
proposed by Hayes & Rockwood (2019). Hayes & Rockwood (2019) highlighted that the mediation test should meet three
conditions in the regression analyses: For a mediation effect to be confirmed, the predictor X (CQ) must predict M (SL),
and M (Mediator/Moderator) must predict the outcome Y (WE). For full mediation to be confirmed, the predictor variable
(CQ) must not have a significant predictive effect on the outcome variable (WE) in the presence of the mediator variable
(SL). Where the predictor variable is still significant, then partial mediation or moderation is confirmed. A path coefficient
of B = 0.059, se = 0.035 was obtained, indicating a significant positive relationship between cultural intelligence and work
engagement. This suggests that as cultural intelligence increases, work engagement increases. The associated p-value of 0.01,
which is below the threshold of 0.05, confirms the statistical significance of this relationship. These findings suggest a
moderately strong positive effect. These results corroborate earlier findings by Umirzakov et al. (2020), who confirmed that
cultural intelligence has a positive effect on employee performance and work engagement. The same results were In addition,
Min et al. (2023) also noted a positive influence of cognitive cultural intelligence on work engagement. Based on these
findings, the alternate hypothesis (H1), which posited a positive relationship between cultural intelligence and work
engagement, was supported, while the null hypothesis was rejected. The results are presented in Table 2.

Relationship between cultural intelligence and servant leadership:

A path coefficient of = 0.366, se = 0.083 was obtained, indicating a significant positive relationship between cultural
intelligence and servant leadership. This suggests that as cultural intelligence increases, servant leadership increases. The
associated p-value of 0.000, which is below the threshold of 0.05, confirms the statistical significance of this relationship.
These findings suggest a moderately strong positive effect. The results seem to resonate with earlier findings by scholars.
For example, Qiu et al. (2020) noted that servant leadership necessitate self-efficacy and improved service quality, while
Karatepe et al. (2020) suggested that servant leadership enable the organisation to have a behaviour of innovation. Based on
the study’s findings, the alternate hypothesis (H2), which posited a positive relationship between cultural intelligence and
servant leadership, was supported, while the null hypothesis was rejected. The results are presented in Table 3. Relationship
between servant leadership and work engagement: A path coefficient of p = 0.150, se = 0.025 was obtained, indicating a
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significant positive relationship between servant leadership and work engagement. This suggests that as servant leadership
increases, work engagement increases. The associated p-value of 0.000, which is below the threshold of 0.05, confirms the
statistical significance of this relationship. These findings suggest a moderately strong positive effect. These results validate
earlier observations in the literature. For example, servant leadership was established as a variable that improves employee
dedication, vigour and absorption in a study by Al-Azab & Al-Romeedy (2024). This entails that servant leadership
principles of serving people first are important in necessitating improved work engagement. Based on the study’s results,
the alternate hypothesis (H3), which posited a positive relationship between servant leadership and work engagement, was
thus supported, while the null hypothesis was rejected. The results are presented in Table 4.

Table 3. Hypothesis of CQ and SL

Outcome Variable : Servant Leadership - Model Summary
R R-sq MSE F dfl a2 p
.2859 .0817 590.4763 19.5774 1.0000 220.0000 .0000
Model coef Se T p LLCI ULCI
constant 56.4328 8.0147 7.0411 .0000 40.6373 72.2283
CultInte 3657 .0826 4.4246 .0000 2028 .5286
Table 4. Hypothesis of Servant Leadership and Work Engagement
Outcome Variable: Work Engagement - Model Summary
R R-sq MSE F dfl df2 p
.3705 1373 91.1258 35.0124 1.0000 220.0000 .0000
Model coef Se T p LLCI ULCI
constant 43.4009 2.4006 18.0794 .0000 38.6698 48.1319
ServLead 1502 .0254 5.9171 .0000 .1002 .2002

Table 5. Mediating role of Servant Leadership on the relationship between Cultural Intelligence and Work Engagement

Outcome Variable: Work Engagement - Model Summary

R R-sq MSE F df1l df2 p
.3706 1374 91.5340 17.4375 2.0000 219.0000 .0000
Model coef Se T p LLCI ULCI
constant 43.0536 3.4931 12.3253 .0000 36.1692 49.9380
CultInte .0047 .0340 1371 .8910 -.0623 0716
ServLead .1491 .0265 5.6183 .0000 .0968 2015

Servant leadership and mediation between cultural intelligence and work engagement

The results established that servant leadership fully mediates the relationship between cultural intelligence and work
engagement. The p-value of cultural intelligence was insignificant (p = 0.89) in the presence of servant leadership, which
explains the full mediation. Therefore, based on these findings, the alternative hypothesis, which posited that servant
leadership positively mediates the relationship between cultural intelligence and work engagement, was supported (H4),
and the null hypothesis was rejected. These results seem to resonate with earlier findings from Asad et al. (2019) and
Dalain (2023), who established that servant leadership positively mediates the relationship between high-performance work
systems, organisational performance and employee engagement. The detailed results are presented in Table 5.

The study further presented the direct, indirect and total effects of the constructs on work engagement. It was established
that the direct effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement was not as impactful (f = 0.0047; se = 0.034) as compared to
an indirect effect of servant leadership (B = 0.055). The overall total effect when cultural intelligence and servant leadership
were combined sums up to (f = 0.059; se = 0.035) on work engagement. Table 6 presents the detailed results.

From the above results, the researchers developed a tested conceptual model that can be employed in the hospitality
sector, in a quest to improve work engagement levels. Figure 2 presents the detailed results.

Table 6. Direct, Indirect and Total Effect

Effect se t P LLCI ULCI
Total Effect of X on Y 10592 0347 1.7046 0497 -.0092 219.0000
. Effect se t P LLCI ULCI
Direct Effect of X on Y 0047 0340 1371 8910 -0623 0716
. Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI
Indirect Effect(s) of X on Y o or g 0545 0214 0191 1026

The results in Figure 2 show that while servant leadership plays a critical role in reinforcing the positive association
between CQ and WE, the direct effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement was weaker (Direct effect C’ = -0.0047,
p = 0.089) as compared to the indirect effect of servant leadership (Indirect effect 0.12, p = 0.002). This suggests that while
cultural intelligence contributes to enhancing work engagement, its impact is not as strong as the indirect influence of
servant leadership. Moreover, the mediating effect of servant leadership was found to be statistically significant (0.15, p =
0.000). These results resonate with the principles of social exchange theory, which entails that social interactions are
anchored on a cost-benefit analysis, where employees assess the rewards and costs of a relationship before deciding
whether to maintain or terminate it. Therefore, putting the interests of employees first can be a benefit that can compel
employees to decide to enhance the levels of engagement towards their work in the hospitality sector.
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> Servant Leadership

»

Path a=0.314, p=0.034 Path b= 0.15, p = 0.000 l

Indirect effect=0.12, p = 0.002 l

Direct effect C’=-0.0047, p =0.089; Total effect C = 0.059, p = 0.0497
Figure 2. Final Work Engagement Conceptual Model

Cultural Intelligence »| Work Engagement

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The main objective of the study was to assess the effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement mediated by servant
leadership in the hospitality sector. The results confirmed a positive relationship between cultural intelligence and work
engagement. Furthermore, servant leadership was found to fully mediate this relationship, with the indirect effect of servant
leadership proving stronger than the direct effect of cultural intelligence on work engagement. The findings align with the
underpinnings of the Social Exchange Theory (Homans, 1959), which posits that when there is fair and mutual reciprocation
in the leader and subordinate relationship, and when employees perceive their leaders are putting their needs first, the level of
employee engagement significantly increases. Therefore, servant leadership is confirmed through this study to enhance
employee engagement work in the hospitality sector. Multiple implications can thus be deduced from these findings.

Hotel sector human resource managers should implement servant leadership development initiatives, which incorporate
servant leadership principles such as empathy, listening, stewardship and commitment to employee growth. Managers trained
in servant leadership are likely to create a supportive environment that augments employee engagement and performance. The
study also recommends that human resource managers should identify and promote leaders who exhibit high levels of cultural
intelligence and servant leadership traits. These role models can influence workplace culture and mentor emerging leaders
within the organisation; this initiative can necessitate high levels of work engagement. HR managers should also implement
recruitment strategies that include assessments for cultural intelligence and leadership capacity. Candidates who demonstrate
these qualities are more likely to thrive in diverse teams and contribute to a positive workplace culture. Additionally, cultural
intelligence and servant leadership principles should be embedded into the organisation’s vision, values, and leadership
frameworks. This strategic alignment ensures that these values are cascaded throughout all levels of the organisation. Top
management must allocate resources towards structured servant leadership development programmes that cultivate both
cultural awareness and servant leadership competencies. This not only strengthens the current leadership pipeline but also
ensures long-term sustainability, work engagement and organisational performance. Additionally, hotel managers must lead by
example in fostering a culture where employee engagement and inclusivity are prioritised. This includes endorsing policies
and practices that support diversity, continuous feedback, and recognition factors proven to drive motivation and retention.

Given the low levels of professional education in the hospitality sector, HR managers should introduce continuous learning
opportunities. These can include financial support for further studies, in-house certification programmes, and partnerships with
academic institutions to upskill the workforce. An inclusive culture where employees feel valued and involved can increase
engagement. HR practices should encourage open communication, recognition of diverse perspectives, and active employee
participation in decision-making processes, as this can enhance work engagement. Human resource managers should
continuously invest in cultural (CQ) development programmes like workshops, seminars and cross-cultural team-building
exercises. Investing in these programmes may enhance employees’ CQ and can enhance their adaptability, communication and
engagement in a diverse work environment, which is common in the hospitality sector. Despite its contributions, the study
has some limitations. Since it relies on cross-sectional data, it cannot establish causality. In that regard, future research
studies should consider applying a longitudinal research design to evaluate the same topic. Future studies should consider
increasing the sample size so that the validity of the findings can be strengthened. Furthermore, it is recommended that
future studies should consider doing validation studies to examine the measurement instruments used in the current study,
particularly in the Zimbabwean context. The current study concentrated on the hospitality sector in Zimbabwe and
employed a combination of clustered and simple random sampling techniques. This might have limited the generalisation
of the results because they can only be used in one industry. In a quest to get a wider understanding of the association
between the used variables, it is suggested that future studies should replicate the same topic in distinct industries. The
same study should also be carried out in other countries where the working environment and conditions might be different.
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