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Abstract: In this mixed methods study, a moderated mediation model predicting effects of
leader-member exchange (LMX) and organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) on innovative
work behaviors, with employability as a mediator, has been tested. Multi-source data from 487 pairs
of employees and supervisors working in 151 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) supported
our hypothesized model. The results of structural equation modelling provide support for our model.
In particular, the benefits of close relationships and high-quality exchanges between employee and
supervisor (LMX), and fostering individual development as a result of employees’ OCB have an
indirect effect on innovative work behaviors through positive effects on workers’ employability.
Innovative work behaviors depend on employees’ knowledge, skills, and expertise. In other words,
enhancing workers’ employability nurtures innovative work behaviors. In addition, we found a
moderation effect of organizational politics on the relationship between employability and innovative
work behaviors. Secondly, qualitative methods focusing on experiences of the antecedents and
outcomes of employability were used to complement our quantitative results. All in all, this study has
important consequences for managerial strategies and practices in SMEs and call for an awareness of
the dysfunctional effect of perceived organizational politics.

Keywords: leader-member exchange (LMX); organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB); innovative
work behaviors; employability; perceived organizational politics; small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs); mixed methods sequential explanatory study; multi-source data

1. Introduction

Organizations that experience growth frequently launch new product features, offer better services,
and incorporate more efficient and effective internal processes [1]; in other words, increasing and
maintaining market share requires sustainable organizational innovation [2]. Moreover, innovation
is vital for organizations, especially for SMEs, to deal with challenges related to the Sustainable
Development Goals introduced by the United Nations (UN) [3] and to promote humane and productive
organizations [4]. Innovative behaviors are strongly connected with sustainability [4]; when employees
are innovative, organizations meet the changing demands of their customers better [5], and employees’
sustainable innovative work behaviors guarantee prolonged customer benefits [6]. Among the three
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dimensions of organizational sustainability, the social dimension (i.e., related to employees and their
work behaviors) has received less attention when compared to the economic and environmental
dimensions of sustainability [7]. Notwithstanding the exemplary work by Witt [8], who, building
upon social learning processes, already stressed the importance of collectively shared interpretation
patterns and the importance of leadership aimed at inducing firm members to take responsibility
and to engage in creative problem-solving and to be innovative, we argue that there is more work
needed in order to unravel the social dimension of organizational sustainability. In a similar vein,
Erkut [9], who found empirical support for the importance of interactions of employees with an
organization’s customers and the feeling of self-empowerment, emphasized the need to nudge members
to take responsibility for innovativeness. Therefore, we focus on several aspects related to the social
dimension that are deemed to be important in the light of enhancing innovative work behaviors in
firms. In particular, after conducting a thorough literature study and interviews with highly innovative
professionals and entrepreneurs [10], we decided to move the work in this field forward by adopting a
perspective-taking framework [11–13]. Perspective-taking is one of the drivers of sustainable business
behaviors and organizational sustainability [14,15]. To understand how innovative work behaviors
can be enhanced, predictor variables that all refer to the ability to relate to others (for instance, one’s
supervisor), in particular, the ability to perceive someone else’s thoughts, feelings, and motivations (e.g.,
perspective-taking), and to engage with one another in the day-to-day practice, were hypothesized.
In particular, perspective-taking refers to the ability of employees to empathize with someone else and
to see things from their perspective. Indeed, Davis [16] found that perspective-taking, among others, is
positively correlated with social competences, being an important ingredient of employability (see
also [17,18]), which has been defined as the extent to which employees are able and willing to remain
working now and in the future [19].

In order to enhance our knowledge in this scholarly field, we will investigate a model wherein
leader-member exchange (LMX) and organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) are incorporated
as factors that are associated with employability, and wherein employability, in turn, is assumed
to contribute to innovative work behaviors. To the best of our knowledge, so far, these variables
have never been related to each other in a mediation model (with employability being the mediator)
predicting innovative work behaviors. As such, this study increases the empirical knowledge that
builds upon perspective-taking theory [12,13].

To conclude, the study that is reported in this article may make an important contribution to both
the employability and SME literature. Despite the substantial increase in literature on employability
over the years, there is a lack of research into the way employability is embedded in the SME context (see
also [20]). In addition, by focusing on a better understanding of the social dimension of organizational
sustainability, this empirical work adds to a better understanding of how organizations can cope
with the need to be innovative and deal with the challenges related to the Sustainable Development
Goals. In order to do so, this study builds upon the theoretical framework of perspective-taking
and has three particular objectives. Using a quantitative approach, firstly, we will identify predictor
variables (LMX and OCB) that may influence innovative work behaviors directly and indirectly through
employability. Secondly, we will examine whether perceived organizational politics play a moderating
role in the proposed model (see Figure 1). Thirdly, we will investigate certain appraisal effects
(as a result of paired-samples comparisons, based on our multi-source data; employee and his/her
supervisor) such as the halo effect, leniency, and hardiness. Next to the quantitative study that has
been explained above, our study aims to increase our insights in the social dimension of organizational
sustainability by using a qualitative approach that focuses on obtaining a better understanding of
SME employees’ and supervisors’ experiences of the antecedents and outcomes of employability
building upon perspective-taking theory [13] as an underlying framework. More insight into the role
of perspective-taking can guide us in formulating management practices that are aimed at stimulating
valuable interactions in the workplace.
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Figure 1. A sustainable model of innovative work behaviors’ enhancement. Note: H4a and H4b are 
mediation hypotheses. 
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variables under study and their relationships will be given, followed by the formulation of our 
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supervisor ratings will be presented. Structural equation modelling (SEM) will be performed in order 
to confirm the factor structure of the measurement instruments and to test our hypothesized moderated 
mediation model. Furthermore, qualitative methods (in-depth interviews and a focus group) will be 
used to explain and to complement our quantitative results. Finally, our findings will be discussed and 
we will explore several possible future research perspectives. We will conclude with practical 
implications of our study. 

2. Conceptual Framework 

In this section we explain the research model, the variables under study, and their underlying 
relationships expressed in our research hypotheses. We propose that relationship quality with 
supervisors (that is, LMX) is associated with sustainable innovativeness [7,21,22]. It is also hypothesized 
that employees who portray extra-role behavior, which comprises delivering more than their official 
roles and job descriptions prescribe [23] (also referred to as OCB [24]), are more likely to behave 
innovatively as they invest more in the development of their skills. After all, we argue that in order to 
achieve a continuous flow of innovations, employees must be willing and competent to innovate [25,26]. 
Extant research that uses a competency approach to employability [17] supports the predictive validity 
of competencies in the light of innovative work behaviors [27,28]. 

Moreover, the hypothesized mediation model that will be studied comprises perceived 
organizational politics as a possible moderator. Perceived organizational politics is an important 
phenomenon because of its influence on work outcomes [29]. Previous literature suggests that politics 
interfere with normal organizational processes and might harm innovation at both the individual and 
organizational levels [30]. In this contribution, we will focus on the influence of perceived 
organizational politics on the relationship between employability and innovative work behaviors. 

2.1. Predictors of Innovative Work Behaviors: LMX and OCB 

Regarding the first predictor of innovative work behaviors, i.e., LMX, earlier research suggests that 
mutual trust, respect, and obligation signify the true essence of relationships formed between leaders 
and their subordinates [31,32]. LMX models represent paramount theoretical and empirical approaches 
to organizational leadership [32,33] and explain influences on exchange relationship quality and work-

Figure 1. A sustainable model of innovative work behaviors’ enhancement. Note: H4a and H4b are
mediation hypotheses.

In the following section (i.e., the conceptual framework) an overview of the literature on the
variables under study and their relationships will be given, followed by the formulation of our
hypotheses. Afterwards, an overview of the research methodology (mixed methods sequential
explanatory study) will be outlined. Next, the results of the pair-wise comparisons of employee and
supervisor ratings will be presented. Structural equation modelling (SEM) will be performed in order
to confirm the factor structure of the measurement instruments and to test our hypothesized moderated
mediation model. Furthermore, qualitative methods (in-depth interviews and a focus group) will be
used to explain and to complement our quantitative results. Finally, our findings will be discussed
and we will explore several possible future research perspectives. We will conclude with practical
implications of our study.

2. Conceptual Framework

In this section we explain the research model, the variables under study, and their underlying
relationships expressed in our research hypotheses. We propose that relationship quality with
supervisors (that is, LMX) is associated with sustainable innovativeness [7,21,22]. It is also hypothesized
that employees who portray extra-role behavior, which comprises delivering more than their official
roles and job descriptions prescribe [23] (also referred to as OCB [24]), are more likely to behave
innovatively as they invest more in the development of their skills. After all, we argue that in order to
achieve a continuous flow of innovations, employees must be willing and competent to innovate [25,26].
Extant research that uses a competency approach to employability [17] supports the predictive validity
of competencies in the light of innovative work behaviors [27,28].

Moreover, the hypothesized mediation model that will be studied comprises perceived
organizational politics as a possible moderator. Perceived organizational politics is an important
phenomenon because of its influence on work outcomes [29]. Previous literature suggests that politics
interfere with normal organizational processes and might harm innovation at both the individual and
organizational levels [30]. In this contribution, we will focus on the influence of perceived organizational
politics on the relationship between employability and innovative work behaviors.

2.1. Predictors of Innovative Work Behaviors: LMX and OCB

Regarding the first predictor of innovative work behaviors, i.e., LMX, earlier research suggests
that mutual trust, respect, and obligation signify the true essence of relationships formed between
leaders and their subordinates [31,32]. LMX models represent paramount theoretical and empirical
approaches to organizational leadership [32,33] and explain influences on exchange relationship quality
and work-related outcomes such as performance and innovative work behaviors [6,21,26]. In particular,
the LMX measure incorporates the evolution of leader-follower relationships and followers’ satisfaction
with their leaders, and addresses a facet of leadership that is absent from other theories—awareness that
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leaders develop various types of relationships with individual followers [34,35]. Hence, LMX emphasizes
reciprocal social exchanges that develop, nurture, and sustain the relationship between a supervisor
and their employee. The relationship between both parties is low-quality when it is based on
employment contracts (out-groups), or high-quality when it extends beyond formal employment
contracts (in-groups) [33]. Employee innovative work behaviors transcend a worker’s formal role
expectations and are not recognized explicitly [36]. However, Janssen [37] argues that employees act
more innovatively to extend their job demands when they perceive that leaders will reward their
efforts fairly. Under these circumstances, they perceive a balance between work effort and supervisor
encouragement, and consequently respond more innovatively [38]. Based on the outline given above,
we formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). Leader-member exchange correlates positively with innovative work behaviors.

The second predictor of innovative work behaviors that is taken into account refers to OCB.
Innovative work behaviors among employees protect an organization’s chances to survive and
prepare it to cope with evolving environments [1]. Increasingly, organizations ought to rely on a
workforce that is eager to contribute to innovativeness, and that does not limit itself to its formal role
requirements. Organ [24] identifies five types of OCBs—altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship,
courtesy, and civic virtue—and suggests that OCBs are voluntary. Consequently, although context plays
a role [39], individual behaviors are personal choices that influence organizational effectiveness [40]
and sustainability [41,42]. Podsakoff et al. [39] posit that individual initiative is a form of OCB, defining
it as voluntary behaviors beyond what is formally required or expected, such as creativity, which are
found to improve individual or organizational performance. Based on the outline given above, we
hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). Organizational citizenship behaviors correlate positively with innovative work behaviors.

2.2. Towards a Mediation Model of Innovative Work Behaviors

De Jong and Den Hartog [1] suggest that innovative work behaviors expand an organization’s
innovative abilities. Highly qualified employees who possess the competencies, resources, and
technologies to adopt innovation are essential in the work context since their qualities make imitation
difficult, and permit organizations to sustain competitive advantages [43]. Indeed, earlier research
suggests that employees’ innovative behaviors, defined as the creation, introduction, and application
of new ideas that benefit performance [37], are required for organizational endurance [44]. Farr and
Ford [45] define innovative work behaviors as an individual’s behaviors that achieve initiation and
intentional introduction (within a work role, group, or organization) of new and useful ideas, processes,
products, or procedures [44]. Janssen [37,46] argue that innovative work behaviors link to stages
during innovation (i.e., idea generation, promotion, and realization), and, therefore, innovative work
behaviors are creative behaviors, but simultaneously include managed promotion and implementation
of creative ideas [47].

Continual changes to markets and working conditions require employees to adapt to the demands
of new situations by focusing on learning new skills and acquiring state-of-the-art knowledge [48].
Ideally, employees possess the skills, expertise, and knowledge to interact with stakeholders inside and
outside the organization, both now and in the future [25]. Rothwell and Arnold [49] state that workers’
employability comprises aspects such as sustainability of work, qualifications, and future-oriented
perspectives. Moreover, employees should also assimilate occupational expertise and subsequently
apply it to new areas of work [50], which increase both their employability (or career potential) [51]
and (future) innovative work behaviors. Employability refers to “continuously fulfilling, acquiring
or creating work through the optimal use of competences” [17] (p. 453), and is needed to guarantee
a permanent acquisition and fulfilment of employment inside and outside the organization over
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time [52]. Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden [17] conceptualize employability at the individual level,
combining occupational expertise [53] with four types of generic competencies. Research in various
contexts and among professionals working in disparate occupations supports their operationalization
of employability into five dimensions: (a) occupational expertise, (b) anticipation and optimization, (c)
personal flexibility, (d) corporate sense, and (e) balance [19]. Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s [17]
operationalization accords with Fugate, Kinicki, and Ashforth [54], who define employability as “a form
of work-specific active adaptability that enables workers to identify and realize career opportunities”
(p. 16).

Regarding the predictive validity of LMX, sufficient interactions with supervisors offer employees
the opportunity to obtain adequate information and support when tackling challenging tasks and
responsibilities. Howell and Hall-Meranda [55] argue that high-quality LMX correlates positively with
employee performance and employability dimensions. In a similar vein, Van der Heijden et al. [56]
also suggests that a positive relationship with a supervisor enhances their subordinate’s employability.
Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). Leader-member exchange correlates positively with employability.

Consequences of OCBs have not been studied as thoroughly in comparison with the attention
for their antecedents [39], and previous research on the effects of OCBs focused only on intended
beneficiaries (e.g., individuals, groups, and organizations); it has not examined consequences for
those engaging in OCBs [57]. For example, supervisors appear to give higher performance ratings to
those engaged in OCBs [39]. Spitzmuller et al. [57] found that prosocial behaviors facilitate individual
development in subsequent stages of life [58]. However, such results should be interpreted with
caution since social psychological research differs from that conducted in organizational contexts [57].
Podsakoff et al. [39] suggest that developing individual character is a dimension of OCBs (see
also [59]), including employees’ voluntary behaviors that improve knowledge, skills, and abilities to
perform better in current and future positions, and that expand contributions to an organization [59].
Podsakoff et al. [39] reports ways in which OCBs influence organizational effectiveness positively:
assisting with training and acclimatizing new colleagues, reducing intergroup conflicts, permitting
supervisors to delegate, volunteering to take on new responsibilities or learn new skills, and
participating in meetings. We argue that such behaviors associate positively with one’s employability,
given the built-up arsenal of knowledge and skills as a result of participating in the tasks distinguished
above. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). Organizational citizenship behaviors correlate positively with employability.

Delaney and Huselid [60] argue that employee participation and empowerment, combined with
extensive employee training and related management practices, have a positive effect on innovation as
expressed, for example, in the capacity to introduce new products [61]. Innovative work behaviors [37]
depend on employees’ knowledge, skills, and expertise [62,63]. Therefore, enhancing employees’
competencies and career potential nurtures innovative work behaviors. Extant research suggests that
enhancing employability contributes to innovative work behaviors [64], and therefore we hypothesize
the following:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Employability correlates positively with innovative work behaviors.

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). Employability (partially) mediates the relationship between leader-member exchange
and innovative work behaviors.

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). Employability (partially) mediates the relationship between OCB and innovative
work behaviors.
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2.3. Perceived Organizational Politics as a Moderator

Innovation is one of the drivers of sustainable development of organizations and may be
hindered by organizational politics [65]. Organizational politics appear in all organizations [29,66],
and perceptions of these serve as a central dimension that employees use during sense-making at
work [67]. Organizational politics are multi-dimensional, subjective, context-specific psychological
phenomena; individuals respond to what they perceive and not necessarily to what is objectively
real [68]. What matters is how employees perceive political behaviors in an organization, how
inaction by other members represents career-advancing opportunities, and how others apply pay and
promotions politically [69].

Ferris et al. [69] developed a conceptualization of organizational politics in which an individual’s
perceptions of events is interpreted as a view of reality, encouraging cognitive and behavioral
responses [66]. They define politics as “a social influence process in which behaviour is strategically
designed to maximize short-term or long-term self-interest, which is either consistent with, or at
the expense of others’ interests” (p. 145). Parker et al. [67] argue that employees who perceive
a higher degree of organizational politics view their organizations as being less supportive of
innovation. In particular, a work atmosphere characterized by trust, openness, and collaboration
enhances innovation [70], but organizational politics impair these attributes and interfere with
innovation [71,72]. Otherwise stated, employees’ knowledge and skill development that result in
innovative ability are hindered in negative work atmospheres wherein the learning climate (e.g.,
interactions, communication, and co-operative structures) is experienced to be suboptimal [73].
Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Perceived organizational politics negatively moderate the relationship between employability
and innovative work behaviors.

Figure 1 portrays all hypothesized relationships between the variables under study.
As explained in the introduction section, next to testing our hypothesized research model (see

Figure 1) using a quantitative approach, our study further aims to achieve a better understanding
of SME employees’ and supervisors’ experiences of the antecedents and outcomes of employability
building upon perspective-taking theory [12,13] as an underlying framework. For this reason, three
research questions (RQ) have been formulated that guided the qualitative analyses in this contribution:

RQ 1. How do participants (employees and supervisors of SMEs) experience the importance of
the ability to relate to others (perspective-thinking), for instance to one’s supervisor (LMX), or the
importance to engage in extra-role behaviors (OCB), and do these antecedents contribute to sustainable
innovation within the organization?

RQ 2. Do participants experience that the ability to empathize with someone else and to see things
from their perspective (perspective-thinking) influence social competences and development of skills
(being an important ingredient of employability), and do they experience that the ability to empathize
also contributes to innovative work behaviors?

RQ 3. Do participants experience organizational politics and do they believe that these might
harm innovation efforts? Do participants experience that their knowledge and skill development,
which is supposed to contribute to sustainable innovation, is hindered by a negative work atmosphere
and a suboptimal learning climate?

3. Methods

A sequential explanatory mixed methods design, i.e., qualitative methods explaining and
complementing quantitative results, was used (QUAN → qual. [74]). Our design also offers the
opportunity to analyze the quantitative and qualitative data separately, to explain the quantitative
findings with qualitative results, and to use the qualitative results in order to fill the gaps that exist in
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our quantitative results [75]. Specific details about data collection, analysis, and results for each phase
are presented below.

Phase I: Quantitative Data Collection and Analysis

3.1. Participants and Procedures

Respondents comprised employees and supervisors of SMEs working in the Limburg Province, the
Netherlands. Using the European Union’s definition, SMEs included companies that employed fewer
than 250 employees. The validity of self-ratings is higher [76] and leniency effects are suppressed [77]
when employees know that supervisors are also providing ratings. Participants held several job types,
primarily at middle and higher positions, since more complex and non-routine professions allow
greater opportunities for individual innovation [78]. Purposive selection was conducted based on
sampling criteria, including a geographical representation of SMEs, the SMEs’ various branches, and
willingness of the company to improve the employability and the innovative work behaviors of their
employees. Companies were approached through the researchers’ personal contacts in the Limburg
Province and the Employers Association for SMEs in Limburg (i.e., convenience sampling has been
used). The sample consisted of 487 pairs of employees and their immediate supervisors working in
151 SMEs. Eighteen percent of the pairs (employees and their supervisor) worked in micro firms,
27% worked in small businesses, and 55% worked in medium-sized enterprises.

For employees, 59.5% were men and 40.5% were women, and 52.4% of the employees were
younger than 40 years old and 47.6% were older than or equal to 40. The mean age of the employees was
38 years (SD = 11.05), and the average length of service in the organization was 7.43 years (SD = 5.51).
Nearly 82% of supervisors were men and 18.1% were women, and the mean age of the supervisors
was 43 years (SD = 9.23).

An independent agency administered a web questionnaire under the researchers’ supervision to
ensure respondent anonymity and to mitigate social desirability. Participants received an anonymous
response report showing their scores on the variables, interpretation guidelines, and a framework
concerning ways to improve their future employability. The supervisors completed a questionnaire
that consisted of amended items phrased to assess corresponding subordinates. To avoid collecting
invalid information due to the training or fatigue of overburdened supervisors and to protect data
independence, one supervisor completed ratings for a maximum of three employees [53]. To prevent
common-method bias [79], data on employability, LMX, and perceived organizational politics were
obtained from employees, and data on OCB and innovative work behaviors were obtained from
immediate supervisors.

3.2. Measures

Quality of supervisor-employee relationship was measured using Graen, Novak, and
Sommerkamp’s LMX instrument [80]. Supervisor-employee relationships were assessed using a
seven-item version of the instrument. Six items assessed leader-member relationships on three
dimensions of trust (2 items), respect (2 items), and obligation (2 items), and one global item that
addressed relationship quality. Participants scored items on a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (not
at all) to 5 (extremely).

Organizational citizenship behaviors were measured using Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman,
and Fetter’s [81] twenty-four item questionnaire based on the five dimensions of altruism (5 items),
conscientiousness (5 items), sportsmanship (5 items), courtesy (5 items), and civic virtue (4 items).
Participants rated these items on a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Innovative work behaviors were measured using a nine-item scale from Janssen [37,46], based on
the three dimensions of idea generation (3 items), idea promotion (3 items), and idea realization (3 items).
Items were scored using a Likert-type scale with responses ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).
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Employability was measured using a validated, five-dimensional scale from Van der Heijde and
Van der Heijden [17,19], including occupational expertise (15 items), anticipation and optimization
(8 items), personal flexibility (8 items), corporate sense (7 items), and balance (9 items). The construct
was measured using 47 items, with all items scored using a Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (not at
all/never) to 6 (considerable degree/very often), depending on an item’s wording.

Perceptions of organizational politics were measured using Kacmar and Carlson’s [82] instrument,
which comprises three dimensions of general political behaviors (2 items), go along to get ahead
(7 items), and pay and promotion policies (6 items). Items were scored using a Likert-type scale that
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Measures for LMX and perceptions of organizational politics were originally constructed in
English. The translation-back translation method was used to establish conformity of meaning and to
optimize linguistic qualities [83]. The resulted Dutch translated scales were pretested using a sample of
employees and managers in Limburg SMEs to validate the translation. For OCB [84], employability [17],
and innovative work behaviors [46], existing validated translations were used.

3.3. Preliminary Analyses

All employability dimensions (self-ratings) demonstrated good internal consistency, with
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from 0.78 to 0.91. Alpha coefficients for the LMX subscales
(self-ratings) ranged from 0.69 to 0.76. Coefficients for the OCB subscales (supervisor ratings) were
0.57 to 0.83, and for perceptions of organizational politics (self-ratings), 0.65 to 0.82. Innovative work
behaviors subscales (supervisor ratings) also demonstrated good internal consistencies with Cronbach’s
alphas ranging from 0.90 to 0.92. Inter-correlations among self-rated employability subscales ranged
from 0.27 to 0.60 (p < 0.01); among self-rated LMX subscales these ranged from 0.56 to 0.70 (p < 0.01);
among supervisor-rated OCB subscales these ranged from 0.35 to 0.62 (p < 0.01); among self-rated
perceptions of organizational politics subscales these ranged from 0.30 to 0.57 (p < 0.01); and among
supervisor-rated innovative work behaviors subscales these ranged from 0.77 to 0.81 (p < 0.01).
Most employability dimensions (self-rated) correlated significantly with other model variables (53 out
of 75 correlations); for self-rated LMX this applied to 60 out of 64 correlations; for supervisor-rated
OCB this applied to 68 out of 75; for self-rated perceptions of organizational politics this applied to
43 out of 51; and for supervisor-rated innovative work behavior dimensions this applied to 42 of 51
(see Table 1).
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, reliability coefficients, and correlations among model variables (N = 487).

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Employability
six-point rating scale 4.35 0.42 0.93

1 Occupational Expertise
(Self) 4.68 0.48 0.91

2
Anticipation and

Optimization
(Self)

3.90 0.68 0.36 ** 0.84

3 Personal Flexibility (Self) 4.46 0.51 0.50 ** 0.57 ** 0.78

4 Corporate Sense
(Self) 4.11 0.66 0.48 ** 0.60 **

5 Balance
(Self) 4.27 0.61 0.35 ** 0.27 ** 0.35 ** 0.31 ** 0.84

Leader-Member Exchange
five-point rating scale 3.93 0.62 0.88

6 Respect
(Self) 3.91 0.73 0.09 ** 0.14 ** 0.07 0.28 ** 0.19 ** 0.76

7 Trust
(Self) 4.03 0.68 0.12 ** 0.16 ** 0.07 0.30 ** 0.22 ** 0.70 ** 0.69

8 Obligation
(Self) 3.85 0.76 0.08 0.18 ** 0.04 0.29 ** 0.18 ** 0.56 ** 0.65 ** 0.74

9 Relationship
(Self) 3.95 0.77 0.15 ** 0.22 ** 0.15 ** 0.29 ** 0.26 ** 0.57 ** 0.60 ** 0.58 **

Organizational Citizenship
Behaviors

seven-point rating scale
5.44 0.69 0.90

10 Altruism
(Supervisor) 5.59 0.77 0.06 0.15 ** 0.18 ** 0.22 ** 0.20 ** 0.31 ** 0.30 ** 0.30 ** 0.36 ** 0.83

11 Conscientiousness
(Supervisor) 5.31 0.83 0.05 0.11 ** 0.11 ** 0.17 ** 0.02 0.25 ** 0.25 ** 0.24 ** 0.26 ** 0.51 ** 0.57

12 Sportsmanship
(Supervisor) 5.50 1.11 0.10 * 0.05 0.18 ** 0.07 0.17 ** 0.27 ** 0.21 ** 0.20 ** 0.26 ** 0.55 ** 0.35 ** 0.82

13 Courtesy
(Supervisor) 5.36 0.85 0.01 0.09 0.10 * 0.12 ** 0.12 ** 0.25 ** 0.21 ** 0.26 ** 0.31 ** 0.59 ** 0.52 ** 0.53 ** 0.73

14 Civic Virtue
(Supervisor) 5.45 0.88 0.09 * 0.22 ** 0.21 ** 0.26 ** 0.13 ** 0.24 ** 0.26 ** 0.30 ** 0.34 ** 0.62 ** 0.54 ** 0.45 ** 0.55 ** 0.76

Perceptions of
Organizational Politics
five-point rating scale

2.40 0.53 0.83

15 General Political Behaviors
(Self) 2.25 0.95 0.06 0.02 0.06 −0.02 −0.14

**
−0.30

**
−0.33

**
−0.34

**
−0.33

**
−0.25

**
−0.15

**
−0.20

**
−0.21

**
−0.26

** 0.73

16 Go Along to Get Ahead
(Self) 2.29 0.66 −0.09 −0.16

**
−0.11

**
−0.29

**
−0.22

**
−0.40

**
−0.46

**
−0.46

**
−0.43

**
−0.30

**
−0.26

**
−0.23

**
−0.25

**
−0.31

** 0.57 ** 0.82
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Table 1. Cont.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

17 Pay and Promotion Policies
(Self) 2.57 0.59 −0.09 * −0.10 * −0.11 * −0.16

**
−0.27

**
−0.30

**
−0.32

**
−0.30

**
−0.24

**
−0.22

**
−0.16

**
−0.22

**
−0.21

**
−0.20

** 0.30 ** 0.36 ** 0.65

Innovative Work Behaviors
seven-point rating scale 3.45 1.14 0.95

18 Idea Generation
(Supervisor) 3.52 1.10 0.04 0.18 ** 0.14 ** 0.23 ** 0.02 0.18 ** 0.22 ** 0.24 ** 0.25 ** 0.38 ** 0.29 ** 0.23 ** 0.31 ** 0.51 ** −0.16

**
−0.18

** −0.08 0.90

19 Idea Promotion
(Supervisor) 3.52 1.26 −0.02 0.20 ** 0.12 ** 0.22 ** 0.04 0.20 ** 0.21 ** 0.24 ** 0.29 ** 0.44 ** 0.32 ** 0.23 ** 0.32 ** 0.51 ** −0.21

**
−0.23

** −0.07 0.79 ** 0.92

20 Idea Realization
(Supervisor) 3.33 1.32 0.04 0.19 ** 0.10 ** 0.18 ** 0.04 0.18 ** 0.22 ** 0.24 ** 0.26 ** 0.40 ** 0.32 ** 0.19 ** 0.32 ** 0.51 ** −0.15

**
−0.19

** −0.08 0.77 ** 0.81 ** 0.90

Note. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients on the diagonal. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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3.4. Pair-Wise Comparisons

Since a considerable number of combined ratings were collected from both employees and
immediate supervisors, i.e., employability, LMX, OCB, and innovative work behaviors, comparisons
between scale means for the two groups were possible. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for these constructs
showed that, with the exception of the balance subscale for employability and all LMX subscales, in
each case the supervisor alpha coefficients were higher in comparison to the corresponding self-ratings.
Moreover, paired-samples t-tests confirmed that for each employability dimension, self-ratings were
higher than supervisor ratings, though the balance subscale’s correlation was non-significant. For each
LMX and OCB dimension, self-ratings were significantly higher in comparison with their supervisor
ratings. Contrarily, for each innovative work behaviors dimension self-ratings were lower than
supervisor ratings, with the pair-wise difference pertaining to the subscale idea generation being
non-significant. Hetero, paired-samples comparisons were made and correlations between each pair
ranged from 0.25 to 0.32 (p < 0.001) for employability, from 0.21 to 0.36 (p < 0.001) for LMX, 0.19 to 0.33
(p < 0.001) for OCB (subscale courtesy was non-significant), and 0.28 to 0.33 (p < 0.001) for innovative
work behaviors. All inter-method correlations were positive (see Table 2). According to Cronbach [85],
the convergence of two indicators on the same scale supports the validity of both.

Table 2. Employee (Self) versus supervisor ratings: Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, paired-samples
t-tests and paired-samples correlations; self-ratings (N = 487) and supervisor ratings (N = 487).

Mean SD Cronbach’s Alphas t-Value r
Self/Supervisor Self/Supervisor Self/Supervisor

Employability
Occupational Expertise 4.68/4.51 0.48/0.67 0.91/0.95 5.29 *** 0.25 ***

Anticipation and Optimization 3.90/3.77 0.68/0.78 0.84/0.90 3.37 ** 0.32 ***
Personal Flexibility 4.46/4.23 0.51/0.69 0.78/0.88 6.64 *** 0.25 ***

Corporate Sense 4.11/4.01 0.66/0.78 0.79/0.87 2.49 * 0.30 ***
Balance 4.27/4.24 0.61/0.56 0.84/0.83 1.05 0.32 ***

Leader-Member Exchange
Respect 3.91/3.78 0.73/0.64 0.76/0.68 3.19 ** 0.21 ***

Trust 4.03/3.95 0.68/0.63 0.69/0.57 2.50 * 0.27 ***
Obligation 3.85/3.76 0.76/0.76 0.74/0.67 2.06 * 0.29 ***

Relationship 3.95/3.86 0.77/0.74 -/- 2.34 * 0.36 ***

Organizational Citizenship
Behaviors
Altruism 5.87/5.59 0.59/0.77 0.68/0.83 7.03 *** 0.19 ***

Conscientiousness 5.58/5.31 0.70/0.83 0.48/0.57 6.54 *** 0.29 ***
Sportsmanship 5.84/5.50 0.77/1.11 0.66/0.82 6.39 *** 0.26 ***

Courtesy 5.60/5.36 0.73/0.85 0.64/0.73 4.89 *** 0.05
Civic Virtue 5.70/5.45 0.77/0.88 0.68/0.76 5.72 *** 0.33 ***

Innovative Work Behaviors
Idea Generation 3.44/3.52 0.98/1.10 0.82/0.90 −1.40 0.33 ***
Idea Promotion 3.28/3.52 1.07/1.26 0.85/0.92 −3.67 ** 0.28 ***
Idea Realization 3.06/3.33 1.10/1.32 0.83/0.90 −4.06 *** 0.30 ***

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

3.5. Structural Equation Modelling

To establish a parsimonious SEM that included relationships among LMX, OCB, innovative
work behaviors, employability, and perceived organizational politics, we tested a baseline model
and modified four subsequent models based on their results. The strengths of relationships among
constructs within the distinguished models were also considered, as well as guided choices regarding
inclusion or exclusion of paths in subsequent models. Maximum-likelihood estimation of covariance
matrices was used during all SEM analyses, and model fit was assessed using three indices—normed
chi-square (χ2/df), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the goodness of fit index
(GFI). A GFI greater than 0.90 and a RMSEA less than 0.08 indicate an adequate fit between the model
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and data [86]. Subscale scores for the dimensions of each construct were used as estimates of latent
constructs instead of raw scores for individual items [87].

Before testing structural relationships among model variables, we established that the latent
variables represented distinct constructs. Three of the constructs (i.e., LMX, employability, and perceived
organizational politics) were self-measures captured from employees, and two (i.e., OCB and innovative
work behavior) were captured from employees’ immediate supervisors. To test both convergent and
discriminant validity, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using SEM was conducted. Again, scale
scores were used as estimates of latent construct indicators. Results of the CFA suggest both convergent
and discriminant validity. Chi-square/df was 2.832, RMSEA was 0.061, and GFI was 0.913.

3.6. Model Tests

Model 1 was a baseline model that tested H1a, H1b, H2a, and H2b. The model suggests that
both LMX and OCB correlate with employability and innovative work behaviors. Another SEM tested
whether alternative models were warranted. H3 suggests that employability correlates positively
with innovative work behaviors (Model 2). A separate SEM tested whether the relationship exists
absent of complications by testing other relationships in the same model. H4a and H4b suggest that
employability partially or fully mediates LMX and OCB on the one hand and the endogenous construct
innovative work behaviors on the other hand. Model 3, the partially mediated model, was tested with
employability as a mediator and included direct effects between both LMX/OCB and innovative work
behaviors. Model 4 was identical to Model 3 except that direct effects were removed, indicating full
mediation by the employability variable. Models 3 and 4 were compared using two criteria: first,
results from SEM analyses were compared to determine which model offered a more parsimonious
fit, and second, beta coefficients for relationships among constructs were examined in both models
to determine which model accounted for more explained variance when predicting work innovative
behaviors. From these criteria, either Model 3 or 4 was chosen as a baseline for Model 5.

Model 5 tested H5. Moderation analyses using SEM is difficult since there exists no observable
data to estimate a moderating latent construct [88]. Some approaches in the literature produce
unmanageable SEMs [89], resulting in models that can be estimated but with great ambiguity during
their interpretation. This is especially a problem since this study builds on both alternative modelling
and model-generation techniques; in other words, the ability to contrast models was paramount to
the study’s purpose. Based on recommendations from [89], we used an unconstrained approach to
construct observable variables and to estimate an interaction term—a latent (moderating) variable.
First, an exploratory factor analysis (varimax rotation, eigenvalues >1) was conducted using the
five variables that estimated the employability construct and the three variables that estimated the
perceived organizational politics construct as latent factors. Factor loadings from the analysis were
ordered in descending magnitude, and the top three employability variables were paired with the
perceived organizational politics variables according to magnitude. The employability variable with
the highest magnitude was multiplied by the perceived organizational politics variable with the highest
magnitude to create a variable to estimate interaction. The same was done for the second and third
highest magnitude factor loadings. The result was three observed variables, serving as estimates for
the latent moderator variable (i.e., the product of employability and perceived organizational politics).

Phase II: Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis

3.7. Participants and Procedures

In-depth interviews (standardized open-ended interviews) and a focus group explained and
complemented the quantitative results, aimed at examining the complexities of SME employees’ and
supervisors’ experiences of the antecedents and outcomes of employability. Criterion sampling was
used to select participants for the interviews and the focus group. In phenomenological studies, the
criterion is that participants must have experienced the phenomena being studied [74]. For the in-depth
interviews, five SME supervisors participated (S1–S5) and in the focus group two SME employees (E1;
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E2) and six SME supervisors (S6–S11) participated. Our interview questions focused on participants’
lived experiences of perspective-taking, sustainable innovation, development of skills (being an
important ingredient of employability), and perceived organizational politics. Sample questions
regarding RQ1 included, “What is your experience with relating or empathizing with others in the
workplace?” and “What is your experience with the support of your supervisor regarding your
innovative work behaviors?” and “Do your employees perform extra activities?” and if so, “What kind
of activities do they perform?”

Sample questions regarding RQ2 included, “What is your experience with the ability to empathize
with others and because of this, the enhancement of social skill development?” and “Do you experience
that employees with adequate skills and competences (hence: employability) contribute to sustainable
innovation?” and if so, “Why?” and if not, “Why not?”

Sample questions regarding RQ3 included, “What is your experience with organizational politics?”
and “Do you have any experience with a negative working atmosphere?” and if so, “How did this
negative working atmosphere influences innovative working behaviors?”

3.8. Data Analysis

First of all, our standardized open-ended interviews and focus group were recorded and fully
transcribed. We used descriptive coding to label and organize data that pertained to the variables
in our study. Next, we used pattern coding to cluster statements and segments of the interviews
according to descriptive codes to identify themes, causes/explanations, and relationships between
our variables. After that we conducted mapping to determine how they interrelate. During pattern
coding and mapping, we used memoing to capture spontaneous ideas and thoughts about data [90].
Individual narratives representing each participant’s experiences were constructed; included in the
narrative were the structures, meanings, and essences of each experience. Using themes developed
from the pattern coding, mapping, and memoing, effects matrices were created to depict the antecedents
and outcomes of employability [90].

4. Results

Phase 1: Quantitative Study
Results for Model 1 suggest good fit; the chi-square/df was 3.091, RMSEA 0.066, and GFI 0.918 (see

Table 3), and the beta coefficients supported H1b, H2a, and H2b. However, H1a was not supported with
our data. Although H1a was not supported, we continued with subsequent analyses. More specifically,
the correlation between OCB and innovative work behaviors was strong, thus OCBs might have
accounted for such a large amount of variance that no variance remained for LMX to explain innovative
work behaviors. Since both relationships were removed in Model 4, results from the baseline model
were adequate to continue with subsequent analyses (see Figure 2).

Table 3. Structural equation analysis results for all models.

Model N df χ2 χ2/df RMSEA GFI

Null Model for Model 1 487 136 4148.967 30.507 0.246 0.371
1. Baseline Model 487 114 352.361 3.091 0.066 0.918

2. Employability/Innovative Work Behaviors 487 19 91.951 4.840 0.089 0.957
3. Partial Mediation 487 113 350.886 3.105 0.066 0.919

4. Full Mediation 487 115 475.556 4.135 0.080 0.900
5. Moderator 487 163 869.965 5.337 0.094 0.856
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Model 2 tested H3 and results suggest a good fit; the chi-square/df was 4.840, RMSEA 0.089, and 
GFI 0.957. The beta coefficient was significant, so H3 was supported with our data (see Figure 3). 
Model 3 was an elaboration of the baseline model (Model 1), with the relationship that was found in 
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between both LMX and OCB were included, with innovative work behaviors also being included. 
Results suggest a good fit; the chi-square/df was 3.150, RMSEA 0.066, and GFI 0.919. The relationship 
between LMX and innovative work behaviors was non-significant. The significant relationship 
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Model 2 tested H3 and results suggest a good fit; the chi-square/df was 4.840, RMSEA 0.089, and
GFI 0.957. The beta coefficient was significant, so H3 was supported with our data (see Figure 3).
Model 3 was an elaboration of the baseline model (Model 1), with the relationship that was found in
Model 2 incorporated. Model 3 comprised a partially mediated model since the direct relationships
between both LMX and OCB were included, with innovative work behaviors also being included.
Results suggest a good fit; the chi-square/df was 3.150, RMSEA 0.066, and GFI 0.919. The relationship
between LMX and innovative work behaviors was non-significant. The significant relationship between
employability and innovative work behaviors that was found in Model 2 was not found in Model 3, and
hence H4a was not supported with our data. Similarly, H4b was not supported either (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Partially mediated model (Model 3). * p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001; † n/s.

Results suggest that Model 4 had a good fit; the chi-square/df was 4.135, RMSEA 0.080, and GFI
0.900. Unlike the outcomes for Model 3, the relationship between employability and innovative work
behaviors was significant, therefore supporting H4a and H4b. In comparison to Model 4, Model 3
provided a more parsimonious fit, and its fit indices were superior. However, all of Model 4’s
relationships were significant, and we concluded that the practical implication of choosing a model
with all hypothesized relationships being significant, rather than global measures of fit, represents a
better contribution to the literature. Consequently, Model 4, the fully mediated model, was chosen as
the preferred model for Model 5 (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Fully mediated model (Model 4). * p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001.

Model 5 was identical to Model 4 except that perceived organizational politics moderated
employability and innovative work behaviors. Results suggest a moderate fit and a negative moderation
effect. The chi-square/df was 5.337, RMSEA 0.094, and GFI 0.856. Although the results were less
impressive than those for Model 4, all hypothesized relationships were significant, and hence H5 was
supported with our data (see Figure 6).
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To summarize, all relationships in the fully mediated model were significant and this model
was more favorable given the comparison with the outcomes from the partially mediated model.
Consequently, employability appears to be a variable that fully mediates the relationship between
LMX and OCB, on one hand, and innovative work behaviors on the other hand. Moreover, perceived
organizational politics negatively moderated the relationship between employability and innovative
work behaviors.

Phase 2: Qualitative Study
The qualitative findings are organized and presented below, categorized into three areas: (a) the

experiences of participants (employees and supervisors of SMEs) as regards to the importance of
the ability to relate to others (perspective-taking), for instance to one’s supervisor (LMX), or the
importance to engage in extra-role behaviors (OCB), and their effect on sustainable innovation within
the organization; (b) participants’ experiences with the ability to empathize with someone else and
to see things from their perspective (perspective-taking) and because of this, the development of
social competences and skills (being an important ingredient of employability), and whether this also
contributes to innovative work behaviors; (c) participants’ experiences with organizational politics and
their possible harmful impact on innovation efforts, as well as the impact of a negative work atmosphere
and a suboptimal learning climate on knowledge, skill development, and sustainable innovation.

A summary of the themes and exemplary quotations related to each of these three areas are
included in Tables 4–6, respectively.
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Table 4. Themes and exemplary quotes related to participants’ experiences of LMX, OCB, and
sustainable innovation.

Themes Exemplary Quotes

Ability to relate to another

“If you can’t put yourself in a situation, you can’t see why someone is doing
certain things” (S8)
“I can imagine that a technician can’t reflect on my work and doesn’t exactly
know what I’m doing” (S6)
“You both have a different role, with different interests, different information, so
there might always be a difference in what you think or experience” (S9)
“If you totally understand each other, there will be an atmosphere of kindness and
sweetness. Then nothing will change, ever” (E1)
“If my supervisor would communicate what she needs, then I can think along
with her” (E1)

LMX

“A supervisor telling me what to do and how to do it, that is not my forte” (E1)
“Everyone has their own responsibility, and although I keep my eye on it, I am
not on top of it” (S2)
“I give employees the flexibility to do their job” (S1)
“We also do nice things together” (S3)

OCB

“We always help each other; we are just one team. And if one cannot manage,
someone else will step in and take over” (S2)
“What do I get back when I’m doing extra?” (E1)
“It needs to be relaxed, feel good about yourself. That vibe also glows
outside” (S2)

Sustainable innovation

“Sometimes, employees come up with revolutionary ideas that might be brilliant
but simply do not fit. That is a tricky one because it is simply not possible. That is
very difficult to explain” (S7)
“They come up with new ideas, and from there we try to do something with
it” (S5)

LMX on sustainable innovation

“Just to say, I was thinking and so I did it . . . That is something we don’t
appreciate. Before you know it, it is a mess in here with people just doing
whatever they feel like. But employees who come up with ideas, yeah, that
happens” S4
“I see a lot of things, but I don’t do any of them, because my supervisor doesn’t
say anything” E1
“Letting go is one of the hardest things to do” S6

OCB on sustainable innovation

“It is the same work, at a different moment, better suited with the customer” (S1)
“Doing extra doesn’t lead to new innovations. We are too busy to think about
innovation” (S7)
“Within a very innovative organization, one of the employees was an advisor, but
he was also incredibly creative. In the evening, at home, he was inventing all
kinds of visual support tools, which he and other advisors introduced to
clients” (S9)

Table 5. Themes and exemplary quotes related to participants’ experiences of the relationship between
LMX, OCB, and employability and sustainable innovation.

Employability “We coach each other, but the employees here don’t
attend formal training very often” (S3)

OCB and LMX on employability

“Education and development are very important to
me, so facilitate that for me” (E1)
“I have had just a few employees who were willing to
follow training and seminars. I have always found
that quite disappointing” (S7)
“My idea is that people who are busy at work also do
the most outside of it” (S7)

Influence of employability on sustainable innovation

“These terms go together. If you are innovative, then
you are employable. And employable employees are
innovative” (S7)
“It is a craft that we do. You can’t learn this in the
classroom. We perform at a very high level, but we
can’t innovate much: it still is largely manual
work” (S4)
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Table 6. Themes and exemplary quotes related to participants’ experiences of the moderating effect of
organizational politics.

Moderating effect of organizational politics

“It actually plays no role here, because they know
each other so well” S2
“Owners of an SME are often not aware of the great
effect they have on the organization, on the behaviors
of employees. That is much greater than they
themselves think” A1
“It destroys a lot of people” S8
“Next time an employee thinks: I will not do my
utmost anymore” A2
“It has to do with security: when you don’t feel safe,
you don’t want to put extra effort in it, or take risks to
improve your” E1

(a) Ability to relate to others: All of the participants believe that it is important to relate to others
and to have the ability to perceive someone else’s thoughts, feelings, and motivations, although
some hold the opinion that truly understanding the other is not always possible or worth pursuing
when sustainable innovation is the objective. “If you totally understand each other, there will be
an atmosphere of kindness and sweetness. Then nothing will change, ever” (E1). Understanding
each other stimulates innovative work behaviors. It helps employees to think in the interest of the
supervisor/organization. “If my supervisor would communicate what she needs, then I can think
along with her” (E1). If a manager takes the needs of the employee into consideration, the employee
is willing to go the extra mile (OCB). “I think it is a matter of give and take. If you give something,
people will give you something in return” (S3).

Participants’ experiences with LMX: Most supervisors claim that they perform activities in order
to develop, nurture, and sustain the relationship with their employees. These activities vary from
an outdoor activity to flexibility during the working day. They set a clear goal and leave it up to
the employee to work towards it. Both employees and supervisors state that there is a difference
between leaders who are specific about the goal and leaders who specify the way it should be achieved.
“Everyone has their own responsibility, and although I keep my eye on it, I am not on top of it”
(S2). The relationship between the supervisor and employee might change over time. “When an
organization grows, the owner grows into a new, more transformational style” (S9).

Participants’ experiences with OCB: Most participants say that employees are willing to do extra
activities. Some of those activities come within their formal role requirements. Others go beyond their
duties. Activities within the formal role requirements include the performance of the same work, but
at a different time that is more appropriate for the customer or doing the same work but taking longer
to complete it. “We always help each other; we are just one team. And if one cannot manage, someone
else will step in and take over” (S2). Extra activities beyond role requirements are, for instance, helping
a junior colleague, coaching, or answering specific questions.

Participants’ experiences with sustainable innovation: All the participants have examples of
employees who demonstrate innovative work behaviors. Supervisors mention that not all (the
employees) come up with behaviors that are relevant to the organization. They mention that it is
difficult to be critical about an idea and keep the employee motivated at the same time. “Sometimes,
employees come up with revolutionary ideas that might be brilliant but simply do not fit. That is a
tricky one because the implementation of such a particular idea is simply not possible. That is very
difficult to explain” (S7).

Influence of LMX on sustainable innovation: Supervisors reflect on and explain the results of
our quantitative research where no direct relationship has been found between LMX and employee’s
innovative behaviors. Before an employee shows innovative behavior, consultation with the supervisor
is expected. “Just to say ‘I was thinking and so I did it . . . That is something we don’t always appreciate.
Before you know it, it is a mess in here with people just doing whatever they feel like. But employees
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who come up with ideas, yeah, that happens” (S4). Employees like mutual consultation before showing
innovative work behaviors. “I see a lot of things, but I don’t do any of them, because my supervisor
doesn’t say anything” (E1). So, employees’ behaviors in line with the strategy of the organization
seems to be relevant. And when the relationship between supervisor and employee is positive, it will
lead to more interaction and dialogue.

Influence of OCB on sustainable innovation: Participants make a big difference between working
hard and performing extra work within the role requirements and going beyond the role requirements.
Simply working extra hard but doing the same thing does not lead to sustainable innovation. Quite the
opposite, in fact: It is hard to be innovative when working so hard. It is the performance of extra
activities beyond role requirements that leads to sustainable innovation. “Within a very innovative
organization, one of the employees was an advisor, but he was also incredibly creative. In the evening,
at home, he was inventing all kinds of visual support tools, which he and other advisors introduced to
clients” (S9).

(b) Participants’ experiences with employability: Participants value the importance of the
development of social competences and skills (being an important ingredient of employability).
In SMEs, such development mostly takes place informally within the context of the organization.
“We coach each other, but the employees here don’t attend formal training very often” (S3).

Influence of OCB and LMX on employability: Participants see it as the supervisor’s task to
facilitate the development of skills and knowledge. A good supervisor provides employees with
opportunities to develop and stay employable. “Education and development are very important to
me, so facilitate that for me” (E1). Although it seems to be disappointing for supervisors that so few
employees are willing to follow additional education or training. “I have had just a few employees
who were willing to follow training and seminars. I have always found that quite disappointing”
(S7). An employee who is willing to walk the extra mile is usually more consciously focused on
their own employability. “My idea is that people who are busy at work, also do the most outside
of it” (S7). Extra activities beyond role requirements are, for example, helping a junior colleague or
answering questions. “An accountant helping a junior colleague, even though his own production
drops, develops new skills. He learns to explain, to order his thoughts and insights and thereby
becomes a real senior” (S8).

Influence of employability on sustainable innovation: Participants sometimes see employability
and sustainable innovation as inseparable, and therefore value the results of the quantitative part of
our study. “These terms go together. If you are innovative, then you are employable. And employable
employees are innovative” (S7). On the other hand, some small firms are based on a craft and, therefore,
are not innovative. “It is a craft that we do. You can’t learn this in the classroom. We perform at a very
high level, but we can’t innovate much: it still is largely manual work” (S4).

(c) The moderating effect of organizational politics on the influence of employability on sustainable
innovation: Most supervisors who participated appear to interact with employees who have worked for
them for a long time and in small teams. The employees know each other very well, so politics are not
an issue. “It actually plays no role here, because they know each other so well” (S2). Some participants
have a different opinion: “Owners of an SME are often not aware of the great effect they have on
the organization, on the behaviors of employees. That is much greater than they themselves think”
(S9). All participants consider politics as negative because the person involved in politics is only
self-interested and not interested in organizational goals. Organizational politics demotivate other
employees to try new things because nobody appreciates them. “They destroy the ideas of a lot of
people” (S8). “Next time an employee thinks: I will not do my utmost anymore” (S10). Not only politics
but also an unconstructive atmosphere has a negative effect on the relationship between employability
and innovative work behaviors. “A negative atmosphere costs so much energy, that you have no
energy left for innovation” (S9). “It has to do with security: when you don’t feel safe, you don’t want
to put extra effort in it, or take risks to improve your work” (E1).
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5. Discussion and Integration of Qualitative and Quantitative Findings

5.1. Employee versus Supervisor Ratings

In the quantitative part of this study, 487 pairs of combined ratings were collected from both
employees and immediate supervisors, allowing noteworthy comparisons to be made between these
two groups of respondents. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the employability, LMX, OCB, and
innovative work behavior constructs demonstrated that, with the exception of the balance subscale for
employability and all LMX subscales, all supervisor reliability coefficients were higher in comparison
to the corresponding self-ratings. It appears that the ratings from employees reveal a reliable and
valid—though more differentiated—self-image. The halo effect [91] might be a possible explanation for
these outcomes. Extant studies indeed suggested that the halo effect is not as prominent in self-ratings
as in corresponding supervisor ratings [92]. It is very interesting to note that the supervisor coefficients
of LMX were lower in comparison to the corresponding self-ratings. This outcome supports the
previously mentioned explanation that self-ratings are more differentiated; in our case pertaining to
assessment of leadership qualities of the supervisors themselves.

Outcomes from the paired-samples t-tests for employability, LMX, and OCB indicated that for
each subscale self-ratings were higher than the corresponding supervisor ones, although the difference
in means for the balance dimension for employability was not significant. The tendency for employees
to be relatively more positive about themselves (leniency effect) [77] was found in our data as well.
Rating discrepancies might also be explained by the fact that supervisors judge employee performance
and behaviors relatively more harshly; that is to say, the hardiness effect may be an explanatory factor
as well [17,93].

5.2. Towards a Mediation Model of Innovative Work Behaviors Enhancement

Although some progress is apparent in the literature [25], research into competency antecedents
(e.g., employability) for innovative work behaviors has been sparse. The benefits of maintaining close
relationships and high-quality exchanges between employee and supervisor (LMX), and individual
development as a result of employees’ discretionary behaviors (OCB) influence innovative work
behaviors directly through its positive effects on workers’ employability. Since management practices
in SMEs are largely informal [94] and financial resources for educational programs are limited [95], our
qualitative findings revealed that a mix of formal and informal learning opportunities are encouraged.
Organizations that invest in their employees sustain competitive advantage [95,96]. Close relationships
and high-quality exchanges, particularly in SMEs that are characterized by shorter communication lines
and less hierarchical distance [20], provide more space, freedom, and trust for displaying discretionary
behaviors that enhance workers’ career potential and therefore increase the possibility of engaging in
innovative work behaviors [97].

With these outcomes, we add to the work by Witt [8], who argued that employees’ partly
socially-shaped cognitive frames, as a result of sound cognitive leadership, and to the work by Erkut [9]
who posited the importance of nudging, that is giving employees responsibility for increasing their
occupational competencies, as antecedents for innovative work behaviors. Obviously, the latter are
of utmost importance in the light of entrepreneurial success (ibid). In particular, our study indicates
that high-quality interactions between employees and their supervisors, and extra-role behaviors of
subordinates, strengthen their innovative work behaviors directly and as a result of their augmented
career potential (i.e., their employability). As such, this study helps to unravel the process through
which leadership in SMEs can help to foster innovative behaviors.

In addition, this study contributes to earlier work on a better understanding of the social dimension
in relation to organizational sustainability by disentangling the possible role of organizational politics.
Politics interfere with innovation [71,72]. In particular, current results suggest that organizational
politics moderate employability and innovative work behaviors negatively. Bodla and Danish [98]
argue that various performance variables correlate with perceptions of organizational politics, but



Sustainability 2020, 12, 159 20 of 25

relationships differ across occupations and are higher in public positions. This study suggests that
in SMEs that span various branches, the relationship between employability and innovative work
behaviors is positive, suggesting a close relationship that, given the outcomes of our empirical work,
appears to be susceptible to the negative effects of politics.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

This study was cross-sectional; research that uses longitudinal designs that test causal and
reciprocal effects are needed to examine the role of time in the model. The model was tested using
one convenience sample drawn from one province in the Netherlands, and therefore external validity
is limited since the sample was not representative of the SME population in this particular country
and across the globe. To investigate the generalizability of outcomes, additional samples of SMEs are
required. In addition, future research should link the model variables not only to individual, but also
meso- and macro-level performance outcomes. Investigations that examine team and organizational
performance would suggest whether individual work-related factors influence higher-level outcomes.
Moreover, organizational politics could also be treated as a moderator in the relationship between
other antecedents and work-related outcomes such as employability. Witt and Spector [99] argue that
employee personalities influence both perceptions of and reactions to organizational politics, yet little
research so far links personality and individual differences [100] to perceived organizational politics.

5.4. Practical Implications

In knowledge-based economies such as that in the Netherlands where SMEs comprise more than
99% of all enterprises, 64% of employment, and 62% of value added [101], highly skilled employees
are essential [64]. Keeping with the trend of the increasing numbers of smaller firms, the need
for effective SME management practices is crucial [102]. This study offers a better understanding
of the relationships among the variables used in the model and is meant to make members of the
working population aware of the dysfunctional effect of perceived organizational politics. Since our
qualitative results suggest that organizational politics are common, practitioners should invest in
preventing their detrimental effects [66] and focus on supporting organizational goals that are intended
to increase positive work outcomes. Small firms do not often employ professional HR managers [103];
SME supervisors frequently develop their own models of what are good management practices. It is of
utmost importance that supervisors, in close consultation with independent HR specialists, become
aware of the antecedents of the growth and added value of their human capital and how employees’
sustainable competences [104] and self-empowerment [9] can be enhanced. According to Erkut [9],
self-empowerment is an important predictor of innovative behaviors and can be accomplished by
nudging, defined as “any aspect of the choice architecture that alters people’s behavior in a predictable
way without forbidding any options or significantly changing their economic incentives” [105] (p. 6).
As financial resources in SMEs are limited, we also emphasize the importance of informal learning
opportunities for employees, beyond formal ones, that allow supervisors to contribute to an optimal
learning climate within SMEs. These practices will enhance employees’ growth and enrichment and,
as such, contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals (see also [106]).
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