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Abstract:



As the study of servant leadership expands beyond theoretical exploration, empirical research continues to validate the positive effect of servant leadership behaviors and attitudes on diverse follower and organizational measures. This study expands the conversation by engaging the theme of leader purposefulness within servant leadership studies. A sample of over 1700 employees from a large U.S. healthcare organization provided responses to five research instruments. Follower perspectives on servant leadership, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness were assessed using the Purpose in Leadership Inventory and each of these independent variables were analyzed for hypothesized positive relationships with four dependent variables: follower job satisfaction, follower organizational commitment, follower person-organization fit, and follower perception of leadership effectiveness. Each of the 16 hypothesized relationships were supported at a statistically significant level (<0.001) with positive correlations ranging from 0.40 to 0.88. Regression analyses were conducted to provide predictive modeling and indicators of the relative importance of each independent variable on the related dependent variables.
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1. Introduction


The study of servant leadership continues to gain attention in the scholarly literature. Based on the early conceptual work of Robert K. Greenleaf [1], leadership theorists began to engage the work of theory formation in the 1990s and early 2000s, and this has given rise to empirical studies through to today. Although early conceptual and theoretical work connected servant leadership to themes related to purpose and meaning, most empirical work on the effect of meaning and purpose has been disconnected from the servant leadership literature. In the literature review within this article, the authors argue that leader purposefulness is related to the study of servant leadership and should be included as a dimension of servant leadership research and theory. This study aims to position leader purposefulness as part of servant leadership.



Based on this review, the researchers examine the following primary research question: Does the Purpose in Leadership Inventory [2], both its composite measure of servant leadership and its subscales (leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness), evidence criterion validity with important work-related outcomes? In a previous study [2], the reliability and factor structure of the Purpose in Leadership Inventory (PLI) was examined. This study adds to the former study by examining the criterion validity of the instrument. The PLI adds to other existing servant leadership instruments by providing a means for studying leader purposefulness as an explicit dimension of servant leadership. Further examining the PLI for criterion validity will help demonstrate the validity of the measure.



Toward the aim of answering this research question, the researchers examine the relationship between four leader independent variables and four dependent variables in order to assess the relationship between dimensions of a leader’s servant leadership focus and the effect of these dimensions on followers. Follower perspectives on servant leadership, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness were assessed using the Purpose in Leadership Inventory [2]. Each of these independent variables was analyzed for hypothesized positive relationships to four dependent variables: follower job satisfaction, follower organizational commitment, follower person-organization fit, and follower perception of leadership effectiveness. Regression analyses were conducted to provide predictive modeling and indicators of the relative importance of each independent variable on the related dependent variables. Special focus was given to the unique and incremental value of leader purposefulness.



This study and the related findings aim to provide additional empirical evidence that both validates the important impact of servant leadership on organizational members and expands the conversation of servant leadership to include leader purposefulness in light of the positive relationship of leader purposefulness on the same dependent variables of follower job satisfaction, follower organizational commitment, follower person-organization fit, and follower perception of leadership effectiveness. In the discussion of the literature that follows, servant leadership and leader purposefulness are engaged in separate sections. However, the authors see these not as distinct variables, but rather leader purposefulness as a dimension of servant leadership. As such, the PLI is used to both measure leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness independently and as a composite measure of servant leadership.




2. Servant Leadership


The study of leadership in contemporary history evidences a shift from leader-centered models to follower-considerate approaches such as transformational leadership theory and servant leadership theory. On this point, Matteson and Irving write that such theories represent, “an important step toward balancing the needs of both leaders and followers as they work toward fulfilling organizational goals” [3] (p. 36). Although attention to organizational outcomes has dominated managerial and leadership theory in the early part of the twentieth century, servant leadership elevates the priority of focusing on follower needs.



For Greenleaf, “the servant leader is servant first,” and is a person who takes care “to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs are being served” [1] (p. 27). This spirit of follower focus identified by Greenleaf is named by others as the distinguishing characteristic of servant leadership. On this point, Stone et al. argue that servant leaders, “focus on the followers and the achievement of organizational objectives is a subordinate outcome” [4] (p. 349). Such arguments do not diminish the importance of leaders attending to organizational goals and outcomes. Rather, these arguments emphasize that the primary means by which outcomes are achieved is through prioritizing focus on and service of followers. As followers become the focus of leaders, and are served by these leaders, followers become the primary agents by which organizational goals are met.



Related to this discussion, Gibson and Birkinshaw [5] and Sun [6] identify the need for balancing social-context and performance-context as both the people of the organization and the outcomes of the organization are considered. Irving [2] sought to bring these two threads of follower focus and goal orientation together at the individual leader level through an instrument that measures purposeful servant leader orientation. Incorporating such elements into the Purpose in Leadership Inventory, Irving [2] argues that servant leaders are characterized by personal purpose, and are oriented toward both the purposes of follower focus and goal orientation. While there is a tendency to see goal focus and follower focus at odds [7,8], others support the importance of servant leaders holding these two areas of focus together in servant leadership practice [2,6,9]. Regarding this point, Van Dierendonck and Nuijten argue that servant leadership measures need to give attention to both the ‘servant’ and the ‘leader’ dimensions of servant leadership. While the servant dimension emphasizes the people aspect, the leader dimension is about giving direction. The aspects of follower focus and goal orientation in Irving’s measure provide such balance in a measurement instrument.



From Greenleaf’s [1] early work, servant leadership studies slowly moved from the work of theory formation [4,10]) to the development and use of empirical research instruments measuring the construct [2,9,11,12,13,14,15,16]. Servant leadership instruments have been used to examine the effect of servant leadership on diverse dependent variables such as job satisfaction [11,17,18,19,20], organizational citizenship behavior [21,22], team performance [23,24], and firm performance [25]. This growing body of empirical research demonstrates the value of servant leadership not only as a positive ideal, but also as an effective approach to leadership practice.




3. Leader Purposefulness


The theme of purpose has been part of the organizational leadership literature for many years. For example, Collins and Porras [26] argue for the importance of purpose at an organizational level, and note that purpose is a natural outgrowth of an organization’s core values and beliefs that provides a motivating factor for organizational members. Rather than organizations needing to set or create purpose, Collins and Porras argue that organizations must simply recognize or discover the purpose that is already present.



The concept of leader purposefulness engaged in this study expands beyond the organizational level to include discussion of the individual leader level as well. Albrecht writes: “Those who would aspire to leadership roles in this new environment must not underestimate the depth of this human need for meaning. It is a most fundamental human craving, an appetite that will not go away” [27] (p. 22).



Similarly, Fry writes that it is well established that, “almost universally, people have the intrinsic drive and motivation to learn and find meaning in their work,” including the work of leadership [28] (p. 702). Affirming the value of purpose in light of servant leadership, Bordas reflects on Greenleaf’s essay “The Servant as Leader.” On this point, Bordas writes, “Just as the servant-leader is ‘servant first’ and begins with a ‘natural feeling that one wants to serve,’ seeking the guidance of personal purpose begins with the desire to connect with the ‘greatest good,’ both within oneself and society” [29] (p. 180).



In his discussion of authentic leadership, George [30] identifies leader purpose as one of five core dimensions of authentic leadership. For George, this is not simply about a leader adopting the purpose of an organization or another individual, but rather understanding and embracing his or her particular purpose. Bordas makes a similar argument: “A person cannot adopt the purpose of another, each must find his or her own” [29] (p. 181). Such arguments affirm that purpose is not just an organizational level issue [26], but also a matter for leaders to take seriously at the individual level. On this point George writes: “Without a real sense of purpose, leaders are at the mercy of their egos and are vulnerable to narcissistic impulses. There is no way you can adopt someone else’s purpose and still be an authentic leader. You can study the purposes others pursue and you can work with them in common purposes, but in the end the purpose for your leadership must be uniquely yours” [30] (p. 19).



In addition to the emphasis on purpose found in the authentic leadership thread, meaning-centered approaches to leadership and management reinforce the importance of purpose for leaders [31,32,33]. Complementing these emphases, other authors engage the importance of purpose, meaning, and leadership in the context of the workplace [34,35,36,37,38]. Although most of the above-noted sources argue for the value of leaders possessing a sense of purpose and meaning, these arguments are largely theoretical in nature, thus supporting the value of further empirical study on leader purposefulness.



Evaluating the development of leadership theory over the past century evidences the presence of purpose and meaning in early conceptualizations. For example, Podolny et al. [39] highlight their concern around leadership research going awry when leadership began to be decoupled from the notion of meaning. As performance became more prominent than meaning, performance was largely separated from broader ideals. In light of this, Podolny et al. argue for economic performance and the meaningfulness of work to be brought back together as leadership studies return to their roots related to purpose. Some of these roots, argue Podolny et al., are found in theorists such as Max Weber where “leadership was deemed as important because of its capacity to infuse purpose and meaning into the lives of individuals” [39] (p. 69).



Also related to leader purposefulness is the discussion of spiritual leadership [28,40,41]. Markow and Klenke [42] argue that meaning and purpose are embedded in a number of definitions of spirituality. Examples of this include Tepper [43], Cash and Gray [44], and Zinnbauer et al. [45]. Connected to Maddock and Fulton’s [46] as well as Fleischman’s [47] discussion of calling, Fry sees purpose as closely tied to calling. On this point Fry writes, “Calling refers to the experience of transcendence or how one makes a difference through service to others and, in doing so, derives meaning and purpose in life” [28] (p. 703). For Fry, calling is both about making a difference and life having meaning.



As leadership theories that engage the discussion of purpose, it is important to recognize points of connection between spiritual leadership and servant leadership. This is identified by Fry [41] in noting the connections between spiritual leadership theory and values-based leadership theories such as authentic leadership and servant leadership. Additionally, Sendjaya [15] and Freeman [48] provide extended discussions regarding the connection between spirituality and servant leadership. Freeman argues that spirituality is the motivational basis for servant leaders engaging others. Sendjaya argues that both servant leadership and spiritual leadership models “appeal to virtuous leadership practices and intrinsic motivating factors to cultivate a sense of meaning, purpose, and interconnectedness” [15] (p. 404).



Conceptually bringing the above themes together, Irving reports on the development and validation of the Purpose in Leadership Inventory (PLI) [2]. The PLI provides a path for studying leader purposefulness as a dimension of servant leadership. The instrument measures overall servant leadership, as well as leader purposefulness, goal orientation, and follower focus as dimensions of servant leadership. Collectively, these scales provide a means for measuring servant leadership as a single variable. Focus on and service of followers is arguably the distinguishing characteristic of servant leadership practice [1,4,10,15]. As a validated and reliable instrument measuring the presence of leader purposefulness, the PLI provides a pathway for addressing some of the concerns identified by Podolny et al. [39], and places the dimensions of purpose and meaning identified by George [30], Wong [31], and Wong and Fry [31] into a research instrument that may be used to measure leader purposefulness within the conceptual frame of servant leadership. Due to its emphasis on purposefulness in servant leadership, and the inclusion of measures of goal orientation and follower focus, the PLI is one of the instruments used in the present study.




4. Study Hypotheses


The study includes four primary hypotheses: (1) that the overall servant leadership (SL) of a leader will positively relate to follower organizational commitment (OC); (2) that SL will positively relate to follower overall job satisfaction (JS); (3) that SL will positively relate to follower perceived person-organization fit (POF); and (4) that SL will positively relate to follower perception of leadership effectiveness (LE). These four primary hypotheses are identified as hypotheses 1A, 2A, 3A, and 4A in Table 1 below. Because the researchers are interested in the effect of both the composite measure of servant leadership and the effect of the subscales in the PLI, three additional hypotheses are examined in relationship to these four primary hypotheses. Each of the sub-hypotheses are presented below in light of each dependent variable.



4.1. Hypotheses Related to Organizational Commitment


In previous studies, researchers found servant leadership to have a positive effect on organizational commitment (e.g., [9,16,49,50,51,52]). Making an argument from social exchange theory, Liden et al. [16] note that the connection between servant leadership and follower organizational commitment is likely explained by subordinate motivation to respond with extra commitment based on the example of extra effort modeled by servant leaders. Based on the related empirical literature, the researchers hypothesize that servant leadership, as measured by the PLI, will positively relate to organizational commitment (H1A). Additionally, as dimensions of servant leadership, the researchers argue that leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness will also positively relate to organizational commitment (H1B, H1C, and H1D).




4.2. Hypotheses Related to Job Satisfaction


Job satisfaction is frequently examined in the empirical literature for its relationship with servant leadership practices. In previous studies, researchers found servant leadership to have a positive effect on job satisfaction (e.g., [9,11,17,18,19,20,49,52,53]). Based on this empirical literature, the researchers hypothesize that servant leadership, as measured by the PLI, will positively relate to job satisfaction (H2A). Additionally, as dimensions of servant leadership, the researchers argue that leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness will also positively relate to job satisfaction (H2B, H2C, and H2D).




4.3. Hypotheses Related to Person-Organization Fit


Among the dependent variables included in the present study, person-organization is only seen in the literature in a limited manner. One example of this is in Jaramillo et al. [54] . In their study, the researchers found a positive relationship between servant leadership and person-organization fit (0.66). Other studies included person-organization fit as a mediating variable [55,56] in their discussions of servant leadership. The measure used in this study for person-organization fit [57] emphasizes the fit of values between the organizational member and their organization. Because the present study is examining servant leadership with an emphasis on follower-perspectives of leader values (see items of the PLI [2]), the emphasis on value match in person-organization fit will arguably be influenced by leaders leading in a manner consistent with their values and commitments. In light of this, the researchers hypothesize that servant leadership, as measured by the PLI, will positively relate to person-organization fit (H3A). Additionally, as dimensions of servant leadership, the researchers argue that leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness will also positively relate to person-organization fit (H3B, H3C, and H3D).




4.4. Hypotheses Related to Leadership Effectiveness


Providing an empirical rationale for the relationship between servant leadership and leadership effectiveness, Hale and Fields [58] examined the extent to which students perceived a servant leader to be an effective leader among both U.S. and Ghanaian students. Engaging listening as a theme utilized within the context of servant leadership studies, Kramer [59] and Bechler and Johnson [60] found a relationship between listening and leadership effectiveness. Additionally, evidencing the convergent validity of the PLI as a measure of servant leadership, Irving [2] found that leadership effectiveness correlated with the servant leadership practices of leader follower-focus (0.84), leader goal-orientation (0.68), and leader purposefulness (0.69). Based on this empirical literature, the researchers hypothesize that servant leadership, as measured by the PLI, will positively relate to leadership effectiveness (H4A). Additionally, as dimensions of servant leadership, the researchers argue that leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness will also positively relate to organizational commitment (H4B, H4C, and H4D).





5. Study Methods


5.1. Study Participants


The organization utilized in this study is a faith-based healthcare system. Servant leadership has been identified in similar organizations as an effective leadership approach [61]. The participants in this study provided their follower assessment of a leader around several leader measures of servant leadership and their own experience of job satisfaction, organizational commitment, person-organization fit, and follower perception of leadership effectiveness.



Over 1780 participants participated in the study, and 1713 participants provided complete responses that could be used for most study analyses. The invitation to participate was sent to around 5000 employees, and each of the employees in this pool had equal opportunity to respond to the invitation during the one-month data collection period. A majority of the participants were in their 40s (23%) and 50s (31%), with a significant number of participants also in their 20s (11%), 30s (19%), and 60s or older (15%). A majority of participants were female (83%). A majority of participants had either completed Bachelors-level work (33%), Associates-level work (24%), or Some College (23%). Other educational levels represented single-digit percentages: High School (9%), Masters (8%), and Doctorate (1%). The length of employment among the participants varied: Less than 1 year (13%), 1–5 years (33%), 5–10 years (19%), 10–15 years (11%), 15–20 years (9%), and more than 20 years (15%).



Relevant information was also gathered for the leaders being assessed by their followers in this study. In terms of years of leadership experiences, most leaders had more than 10 years of leadership experience (48%), while other leaders were described as having 5–10 years of leadership experience (21%), 1–5 years of leadership experience (24%), and less than 1 year of leadership experience (6%). Participants were also asked how long this person had been their leader, and responded in the following manner: less than 1 year (33%), 1–5 years (46%), 5–10 years (14%), and more than 10 years (7%). The sex of the leader was reported as 65% female and 35% male.




5.2. Study Instruments


Several research instruments were employed to examine the relationship between servant leadership behaviors and follower job satisfaction, follower organizational commitment, follower person-organization fit, and follower perception of leadership effectiveness. The servant leadership measure utilized was Irving’s [2] Purpose in Leadership Inventory (PLI), which provides an overall measure of servant leadership (SL) and subscales measuring leader follower-focus (FF), leader goal-orientation (GO), leader purposefulness (LP). As noted above, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness are being studied here as dimensions of servant leadership. In the present study, the reliability coefficients were 0.98 (FF), 0.96 (GO), and 0.97 (LP). Taking all of the items together as a collective measure of servant leadership (SL), the reliability coefficient in the current study was 0.98. Items were scored on a six-point scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Irving’s exploratory factor analysis on the PLI supports using the PLI as a three-scale instrument [2]. Though not the main focus of the present study, an additional factor analysis was conducted. Details on the present study’s factor analysis are reported in the results section below. High reliability coefficients in the former study, and the present study, point toward the value of utilizing the PLI as a collective measure of servant leadership. All items from the PLI are provided in Irving’s article [2]. Example items are provided in Table 2.



Table 2. Example PLI Items [2]. Please respond to the following items based on the degree to which the statement characterizes your leader.







	

	
Strongly Disagree

	
Disagree

	
Somewhat Disagree

	
Somewhat Agree

	
Agree

	
Strongly Agree






	
My leader is focused on the needs of followers.

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○




	
My leader is able to stay focused on organizational goals.

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○




	
My leader believes that what our organization does matters.

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○

	
○










In addition to the independent variables measured by the PLI, four dependent variables were utilized in the current study. First, Cammann et al.’s [62] assessment of overall job satisfaction (JS) was utilized. In the present study, the reliability coefficient was 0.86. Second, Balfour and Wechsler’s [63] measure of organizational commitment (OC) was utilized. In the present study, the reliability coefficient was 0.90. Third, Cable and Judge’s [57] measure of perceived person-organization fit (POF) was utilized. In the present study, the reliability coefficient was 0.84. Finally, Ehrhart and Klein’s [64] measure of leadership effectiveness was utilized. As noted later in the study limitations, although the leadership effectiveness scale was utilized, two items were omitted due to an error in inputting the items into the online survey platform. In the present study, the reliability coefficient for the shortened scale was 0.88.




5.3. Data Collection


The instruments were made available to study participants electronically through Qualitrics (www.qualitrics.com). The invitation was extended to around 5000 employees of the organization. The instrument provides a pathway for providing anonymous feedback on the leader to whom the research participant reported on the job, and each of the 5000 employees had equal opportunity to participate in the study. With 1713 usable responses, this random sample represents a sample size from which statistical generalizations may be made to the larger organization [65]. A period of one month was provided for responses, and then the survey was closed to participants. After that time, the data was downloaded into an SPSS file, and SPSS version 22 was used for statistical analysis.




5.4. Data Analysis


Using SPSS version 22, the reliability coefficients were calculated for each of the scales used in the study: (1) leader servant leadership; (2) leader purposefulness; (3) leader follower-focus; (4) leader goal-orientation; (5) follower organizational commitment; (6) follower job satisfaction; (7) follower person-organization fit; and (8) follower perception of leadership effectiveness. An exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the PLI in order to provide construct validity to the measure for the study independent variables. Additionally, two-tailed Pearson r correlations where calculated for each of the intercorrelations between the above variables so that the hypothesized positive relationships noted in Table 1 may be evaluated. After identifying positive correlations, a series regression analyses were conducted in order to provide predictive modeling and indicators of the relative importance of each independent variable on the related dependent variables.





6. Results


6.1. Results for the Purpose in Leadership Inventory (PLI) Factor Analysis


Though not the main focus of the present study, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the Purpose in Leadership Inventory. For this study, the researchers utilized a similar process as Irving’s [2] exploratory factor analysis. A Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of sphercity were used. For these, a KMO value of >0.8 and a Bartlett’s significance value of <0.05 was used as a basis for the study. Eigenvalues were analyzed and included when >1.0. A principal component extraction method was utilized along with an Oblimin rotation method, and a minimum of 60% total variance was used as a basis in the present study. Additionally, reliability coefficients were analyzed with a >0.70 standard set, and coefficient factor loadings in the factor analysis were suppressed when <0.30.



After the analysis, including the suppression of coefficient factor loadings <0.30, a 22-item model yielded nine items for follower-focus, seven items for goal-orientation, and six items for leader purposefulness. The original PLI [2] has 24 items. Due to an error in inputting the items into Qualtrics, only 22 of the 24 items were included in the study. The two omitted items included one item from the goal-orientation subscale and one item from the leader purposefulness subscale. For this 22-item solution, the three factors each had eigenvalues greater than 1.1 (1.0 was set as a minimum) and explained 86.17% (60% was set as the minimum) of the cumulative variance (See Table 3).



Table 3. The 22-Item Solution.







	
Component

	
Initial Eigenvalues




	
Total

	
% of Variance

	
Cumulative %






	
1. Follower-Focus

	
16.40

	
74.56

	
74.56




	
2. Goal-Orientation

	
1.39

	
6.33

	
80.89




	
3. Purpose-in-Leadership

	
1.16

	
5.28

	
86.17










This solution had a KMO value of 0.979 (0.8 was set as a minimum) and a Bartlett’s test of sphericity significance value of 0.000 (0.05 was set as a maximum). See Table 4.



Table 4. KMO and Bartlett’s Test.







	
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy

	
0.979






	
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

	
Approx. Chi-Square

	
57,417.52




	
df

	
231




	
Sig.

	
0.000










Additionally, each of the subscales of the PLI had reliability coefficients greater than the 0.70 minimum set (0.98 for FF, 0.97 for GO, 0.96 for LP, and 0.98 for SL). Table 5 provides an overview of the pattern matrix for the 22-item solution based upon a principal component analysis extraction method and an Oblimin with Kaiser Normalization rotation method.



Table 5. Pattern Matrix for 22-Item Solution.







	

	
Pattern Matrix Components




	
1. Follower-Focus

	
2. Goal Orientation

	
3. Purpose-in-Leadership






	
Follower-Focus—1

	
0.889

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—2

	
0.904

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—3

	
0.977

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—4

	
0.952

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—5

	
0.922

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—6

	
0.862

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—7

	
0.854

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—8

	
0.887

	

	




	
Follower-Focus—9

	
0.808

	

	




	
Goal-Orientation—1

	

	
0.938

	




	
Goal-Orientation—2

	

	
0.917

	




	
Goal-Orientation—3

	

	
0.906

	




	
Goal-Orientation—4

	

	
0.717

	




	
Goal-Orientation—5

	

	
0.901

	




	
Goal-Orientation—6

	

	
0.649

	




	
Goal-Orientation—7

	

	
0.894

	




	
Leader Purposefulness—1

	

	

	
0.952




	
Leader Purposefulness—2

	

	

	
0.963




	
Leader Purposefulness—3

	

	

	
0.939




	
Leader Purposefulness—4

	

	

	
0.901




	
Leader Purposefulness—5

	

	

	
0.738




	
Leader Purposefulness—6

	

	

	
0.533











6.2. Results for Hypothesized Relationships


A matrix of intercorrelations was used to evaluate study hypotheses identified in Table 1. This matrix is provided in Table 6.



Table 6. Matrix of Intercorrelations (N = 1713).







	
Measure and Reliability

	
Mean

	
SD

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5

	
6

	
7

	
8






	
1. Servant Leadership (0.98)

	
4.76

	
1.05

	
-

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
2. Follower-Focus (0.98)

	
4.63

	
1.22

	
0.96

	
-

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
3. Goal-Orientation (0.97)

	
4.64

	
1.15

	
0.92

	
0.81

	
-

	

	

	

	

	




	
4. Leader Purposefulness (0.96)

	
5.11

	
0.95

	
0.91

	
0.82

	
0.77

	
-

	

	

	

	




	
5. Org. Commitment (0.90)

	
4.53

	
0.91

	
0.60

	
0.58

	
0.54

	
0.54

	
-

	

	

	




	
6. Job Satisfaction (0.86)

	
5.07

	
0.88

	
0.45

	
0.43

	
0.41

	
0.40

	
0.71

	
-

	

	




	
7. Person-Org. Fit (0.84)

	
3.72

	
0.68

	
0.45

	
0.42

	
0.43

	
0.42

	
0.70

	
0.55

	
-

	




	
8. Leadership Effect (0.88)

	
4.60

	
1.00

	
0.87

	
0.88

	
0.78

	
0.75

	
0.59

	
0.47

	
0.46

	
-








All correlations are two-tailed and significant at the level of <0.001.








Based on this analysis, statistically significant positive relationships support each of the four primary hypotheses (servant leadership and the four dependent variables) and each of the sub-hypotheses (PLI subscales and the four dependent variables). An overview of this support is provided in Table 7.



Table 7. Findings for Study Hypotheses *.







	
Hypothesis

	
Hypothesized Relationship

	
Pearson r (Sig. 0.000)

	
Conclusion






	
Hypotheses Related to Organizational Commitment




	
Hypothesis 1A

	
SL will positively relate to OC

	
0.60

	
H1A Supported




	
Hypothesis 1B

	
FF will positively relate to OC

	
0.58

	
H1B Supported




	
Hypothesis 1C

	
GO will positively relate to OC

	
0.54

	
H1C Supported




	
Hypothesis 1D

	
LP will positively relate to OC

	
0.54

	
H1D Supported




	
Hypotheses Related to Job Satisfaction




	
Hypothesis 2A

	
SL will positively relate to JS

	
0.45

	
H2A Supported




	
Hypothesis 2B

	
FF will positively relate to JS

	
0.43

	
H2B Supported




	
Hypothesis 2C

	
GO will positively relate to JS

	
0.41

	
H2C Supported




	
Hypothesis 2D

	
LP will positively relate to JS

	
0.40

	
H2D Supported




	
Hypotheses Related to Person-Organization Fit




	
Hypothesis 3A

	
SL will positively relate to POF

	
0.45

	
H3A Supported




	
Hypothesis 3B

	
FF will positively relate to POF

	
0.42

	
H3B Supported




	
Hypothesis 3C

	
GO will positively relate to POF

	
0.43

	
H3C Supported




	
Hypothesis 3D

	
LP will positively relate to POF

	
0.42

	
H3D Supported




	
Hypotheses Related to Leadership Effectiveness




	
Hypothesis 4A

	
SL will positively relate to LE

	
0.87

	
H4A Supported




	
Hypothesis 4B

	
FF will positively relate to LE

	
0.88

	
H4B Supported




	
Hypothesis 4C

	
GO will positively relate to LE

	
0.78

	
H4C Supported




	
Hypothesis 4D

	
LP will positively relate to LE

	
0.75

	
H4D Supported








* Abbreviations included in Table 1.








Each of these hypotheses are supported by moderate to strong correlations. The lowest correlation was 0.40. The highest correlation was 0.88. All correlations were statistically significant at the <0.001 level, exceeding the acceptable standard for two-tailed significance of <0.01.




6.3. Results from Regression Analyses


Because the correlation analysis supported each of the four primary hypotheses and each of the associated sub-hypotheses, regression analyses were utilized to test the predictive impact of the independent variables on the dependent variables. Multiple regression and hierarchical regression analyses were used to further test the hypotheses.



6.3.1. Results from Multiple Linear Regression Analyses


Based on multiple linear regression analyses, each of the PLI subscales significantly predicted organizational commitment, job satisfaction, person-organization fit, and leadership effectiveness. The three predictors (follower-focus, goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness) explained 35.8% of the variance in organizational commitment, 19.8% of the variance in job satisfaction, 20.8% of the variance in person-organization fit, and 78.5% of the variance in leadership effectiveness. An overview of the β, R2, and F values is provided in Table 8.



Table 8. Results from Multiple Linear Regression.







	

	
Organizational Commitment

	
Job Satisfaction

	
Person-Org. Fit

	
Leadership Effectiveness






	
Follower-Focus

	
β = 0.35 ***

	
β = 0.21 ***

	
β = 0.11 *

	
β = 0.70 ***




	
Goal-Orientation

	
β = 0.16 ***

	
β = 0.16 ***

	
β = 0.21 ***

	
β = 0.18 ***




	
Leader Purposefulness

	
β = 0.12 **

	
β = 0.11 **

	
β = 0.18 ***

	
β = 0.04 *




	
R2

	
0.36

	
0.20

	
0.21

	
0.79




	
F

	
319.22 ***

	
142.13 ***

	
150.56 ***

	
2099.59 ***








* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.








When comparing the Beta scores within each of the multiple regression models, indications of relative importance for each of the independent variables may be inferred from the data. For the following dependent variables (Organizational Commitment, Job Satisfaction, and Leadership Effectiveness), while each of the independent variables were statistically significant predictors, the relative importance of the independent variables was consistent across each model with leader follower-focus having the largest effect, leader goal-orientation having the second largest effect, and leader purposefulness having the third largest effect. The one exception to this was person-organization fit. For POF, the relative importance of the independent variables was leader goal-orientation having the largest effect, leader purposefulness having the second largest effect, and leader follower-focus having the third largest effect. It is also noteworthy that follower focus has an inordinately large effect on leadership effectiveness (β = 0.70, p < 0.001) in comparison to goal orientation (β = 0.18, p < 0.001) and leader purposefulness (β = 0.04, p < 0.05).




6.3.2. Results from Hierarchical Regression Analyses


In addition to multiple linear regression, hierarchical regression analyses were conducted in order to test the incremental validity of each of the PLI subscales. As indicated below in Table 13, all R square change results were significant at a level of <0.001. Because special focus was given in this study to the unique and incremental value of leader purposefulness, the researchers provide detailed findings related to leader purposefulness first before the other subscales.



Table 9 provides an overview of the incremental validity of leader purposefulness as a predictor of organizational commitment.



Table 9. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Predicting Organizational Commitment.







	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2




	

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β






	
Follower-Focus

	
0.316

	
0.025

	
0.421 ***

	
0.264

	
0.029

	
0.351 ***




	
Goal-Orientation

	
0.160

	
0.026

	
0.201 ***

	
0.130

	
0.028

	
0.163 ***




	
Leader Purposefulness

	

	

	

	
0.119

	
0.034

	
0.123 **




	
R2

	
0.355

	
0.359




	
ΔR2

	
0.355

	
0.005




	
F

	
469.765 ***

	
319.224 ***








** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.








Table 10 provides an overview of the incremental validity of leader purposefulness as a predictor of job satisfaction.



Table 10. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Predicting Job Satisfaction.







	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2




	

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β






	
Follower-Focus

	
0.199

	
0.027

	
0.274 ***

	
0.155

	
0.031

	
0.213 ***




	
Goal-Orientation

	
0.148

	
0.028

	
0.191 ***

	
0.123

	
0.030

	
0.159 ***




	
Leader Purposefulness

	

	

	

	
0.100

	
0.037

	
0.107 **




	
R2

	
0.196

	
0.200




	
ΔR2

	
0.196

	
0.003




	
F

	
208.780 ***

	
142.131 ***








** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.








Table 11 provides an overview of the incremental validity of leader purposefulness as a predictor of job person-organization fit.



Table 11. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Predicting Person-Organization Fit.







	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2




	

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β






	
Follower-Focus

	
0.117

	
0.021

	
0.210 ***

	
0.061

	
0.024

	
0.110 *




	
Goal-Orientation

	
0.154

	
0.022

	
0.260 ***

	
0.122

	
0.023

	
0.206 ***




	
Leader Purposefulness

	

	

	

	
0.126

	
0.028

	
0.176 ***




	
R2

	
0.200

	
0.209




	
ΔR2

	
0.200

	
0.009




	
F

	
213.59 ***

	
150.564 ***








* p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001.








Table 12 provides an overview of the incremental validity of leader purposefulness as a predictor of leadership effectiveness.



Table 12. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Predicting Leadership Effectiveness.







	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2




	

	
B

	
SE B

	
β

	
B

	
SE B

	
β






	
Follower-Focus

	
0.592

	
0.016

	
0.721 ***

	
0.572

	
0.018

	
0.697 ***




	
Goal-Orientation

	
0.169

	
0.017

	
0.194 ***

	
0.158

	
0.018

	
0.181 ***




	
Leader Purposefulness

	

	

	

	
0.045

	
0.022

	
0.043 *




	
R2

	
0.785

	
0.786




	
ΔR2

	
0.785

	
0.001




	
F

	
3143.091 ***

	
2099.586 ***








* p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001.








In addition to the above hierarchical regression analyses, hierarchical regression analyses were also conducted on the other two subscales (follower-focus and goal-orientation) for predicting each of the dependent variables (organizational commitment, job satisfaction, person-organization fit, and leadership effectiveness). For economy of space, additional individual hierarchical regression tables will not be reported here. However, Table 13 provides a summary of the R square change values for each of the hierarchical regression analyses conducted.



Table 13. Summary of R Square Change from Hierarchical Regression Analyses.







	

	
Organizational Commitment

	
Job Satisfaction

	
Person-Organization Fit

	
Leadership Effectiveness






	
Follower-Focus

	
0.031

	
0.011

	
0.003

	
0.121




	
Goal-Orientation

	
0.008

	
0.008

	
0.013

	
0.010




	
Leader Purposefulness

	
0.001

	
0.003

	
0.009

	
0.001








All significant at the level of <0.001.








The R square change results support each of the sub-hypotheses as all models and associated R square change findings were significant at a level of <0.001. The R square change results also support the relative importance findings reported in Section 6.3.1; follower-focus has the largest predictive effect on organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and leadership effectiveness, whereas follower-focus has the third largest predictive effect on person-organization fit. Goal-orientation and leader purposefulness have more limited R square change results, but are statistically significant at these lower levels.






7. Discussion


7.1. Summary of Study Findings


The study began with the following research question: Does the Purpose in Leadership Inventory [2], both its composite measure of servant leadership and its subscales (leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness), evidence criterion validity with important work-related outcomes? To answer this question, four primary hypotheses (1A, 2A, 3A, and 4A) and twelve associated sub-hypotheses were evaluated based on the following analyses: (1) exploratory factor analysis; (2) correlation analysis; (3) multiple linear regression analysis; and (4) hierarchical regression analysis.



The findings from these analyses support the study hypotheses. The exploratory factor analysis supported the use of the PLI as a three-dimensional measure, and both the composite measure of servant leadership and each of the three subscales predictably related to important work-related outcomes. The correlation analysis yielded statistically significant positive relationships supporting each of the four primary hypotheses and each of the sub-hypotheses.



The multiple linear regression analyses further supported the PLI subscales predicting important work-related outcomes and yielded statistically significant models. Evaluating the Beta scores, all statistically significant, from the multiple regression models indicated that follower-focus has the largest predictive effect for organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and leadership effectiveness, and that goal-orientation and leader purposefulness have a larger predictive effect on person-organization fit than follower-focus. Finally, hierarchical regression analyses further supported the hypotheses indicating that each of the PLI subscales have a statistically significant incremental effect on the four work-related outcomes measured. Evaluating the R square change scores for each combination of PLI subscales and the work-related outcome variables supported the findings noted above from the analysis of Beta scores. While follower-focus contributes most dominantly in predicting the work-related outcomes studied, goal-orientation and leader purposefulness are also supported as statistically significant predictors of the studied work-related outcomes at a smaller level.




7.2. Discussion of Study Findings


Beyond this initial overview of the study findings, the study results warrant additional discussion. First, regarding job satisfaction, the study findings, which support the relationship of servant leadership and follower job satisfaction, are consistent with previous studies in the servant leadership literature. The positive effect of servant leadership on job satisfaction is also reported by Laub [11], Hebert [17], Drury [52], Irving [19,20], Mayer et al. [18], West et al. [53], Jaramillo et al. [49], Sun and Wang [66], and van Dierendonck and Nuijten [9]. The present study affirms that servant leadership, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness are correlated with and predictors of follower job satisfaction.



Second, regarding organizational commitment, the study findings, which support the relationship of servant leadership and follower organizational commitment, are consistent with previous studies in the servant leadership literature. The positive effect of servant leadership on organizational commitment is also reported by Dannhauser and Boshoff [50], Liden et al. [16], Jaramillo et al. [49], Drury [63], Asag-gau and van Dierendonck [51], and van Dierendonck and Nuijten [9]. Discussing the rationale behind the relationship between servant leadership and organizational commitment, Liden et al. argue from social exchange theory that “subordinates may be motivated to respond in kind to their leader’s extra efforts by evincing increased commitment to the organization” [16] (p. 174). A similar argument may be made for explaining the relationship of these variables in the current study. In fact, the strongest correlations found among the three follower-oriented dependent variables are the correlations related to organizational commitment. This affirms that servant leadership, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness hold particular importance for follower organizational commitment.



Third, the study findings supporting the relationship of servant leadership and follower person-organization fit, though seen in only a limited manner in the literature, are consistent with the literature. Jaramillo et al. [54] found a positive relationship between servant leadership and person-organization fit (0.66). Fields notes that, “person-organization fit refers to the degree of congruence or compatibility between the attributes of an organization member and those of the organization” [67] (p. 217). Similar to the arguments made above about organizational commitment, when a follower sees the organization through the lens of the servant leadership behaviors of their leader, the results of this study point to such leader behaviors having a positive relationship to a follower’s sense of fitting in the organization of which they are part. The present study affirms that servant leadership, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness are correlated with and predictors of follower person-organization fit.



Fourth, regarding leadership effectiveness, among the four dependent variables, leadership effectiveness demonstrated the strongest relationship with servant leadership. Overall, servant leadership, leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness are strongly correlated with follower perceptions of servant leadership. These findings support the relationship between servant leadership and leadership effectiveness found in previous studies [2,58]. Regression analyses further support each of the independent variables as significant predictors of leadership effectiveness, though leader follower-focus has the largest incremental effect on leadership effectiveness.



Fifth, based on the literature noted in the previous discussion points, the fact that job satisfaction, organizational commitment, person-organization fit, and leadership effectiveness are also positively related to the measures of servant leadership in the Purpose in Leadership Inventory provides criterion-related validity for the Purpose in Leadership Inventory as a measure of servant leadership. An exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the Purpose in Leadership Inventory in which factor loadings less than 0.30 were suppressed. The factor analysis confirmed leader follower-focus, leader goal-orientation, and leader purposefulness scales with a 22-item solution (see Table 5 and presentation of results in Section 6.1). Irving’s 24-Item PLI instrument, from which the 22-item solution is drawn, is included in Appendix A. The two items unintentionally omitted in the present study are indicated in Appendix A.



This 22-item measure for servant leadership used in this study performed as hypothesized in reference to job satisfaction, organizational commitment, person-organization fit, and leadership effectiveness. The previous and current exploratory factor analyses support using the subscales of the instrument. Additionally, the high reliability coefficients point toward the value of utilizing the instrument as a collective measure of servant leadership as well. Other valid and reliable measures of servant leadership exist (e.g., [9,11,13,14,15,16,22]). The Purpose in Leadership Inventory has great potential when used in combination with other servant leadership measures due to its intentional emphasis on leader purposefulness as part of servant leadership, something only implicitly represented by other servant leadership approaches and measures. The Purpose in Leadership Inventory provides a means for explicitly measuring leader purposefulness in future studies.



Sixth, based on the multiple regression analyses conducted, leader follower-focus had the largest predictive effect on a majority of the dependent variables included in the study (see Table 13 and Section 6.3.1). The servant leadership literature review noted above in Section 2 of this article emphasized focus on followers as a key distinguishing mark of servant leadership. The findings of this study affirm the importance of leader follower-focus. Leader follower-focus had the largest Beta and R square change scores in reference to other independent variables when examined as a predictor of organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and leadership effectiveness. The Purpose in Leadership Inventory provides a means for explicitly measuring follower-focus in future studies.



Finally, the measure of leader purposefulness within the Purpose in Leadership Inventory is perhaps the most unique contribution this study offers to the servant leadership literature. As job satisfaction [9,11,17,18,19,20,49,52,53,66], organizational commitment [9,16,49,50,51,52], person-organization fit [54], and leadership effectiveness [2,58] have been previously related to servant leadership in the literature, it is the servant leadership measure of leader purposefulness that provides a unique and original contribution to empirical servant leadership studies. The Purpose in Leadership Inventory provides a means for expanding the research stream on this important leader area.



As noted in the introduction, special focus was given to the unique and incremental value of leader purposefulness in this study. Leader purposefulness played a statistically significant role in predicting the studied work-related outcomes, but the incremental effect was comparatively very small. These findings point to the need for more research surrounding the effect of leader purposefulness. While the study findings provide empirical support for leader purposefulness as a factor to include as part of servant leadership theory and research, in reference to follower-focus the incremental effect is modest. This affirms leader follower-focus as a dominate servant leadership factor in comparison to goal-orientation and leader purposefulness, but also draws attention to the need to explore the relationship between these variables in further detail.





8. Study Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research


8.1. Study Limitations


First, the researchers used a cross-sectional design. While this provided an efficient means for gathering data at a specific point in time, the data was drawn across diverse segments of the population of the healthcare organization studied and the data collected provides no way of evaluating the effect of servant leadership over a period of time.



Second, as a study utilizing a newer measure of servant leadership, including other measures of servant leadership in the study for direct comparison would have strengthened the study design, particularly for assessing convergent validity. This was not done due to the length of the total survey already and the related desire to maintain strong response rates by limiting the total instruments engaged by participants to one measure per variable. As a means of addressing this, other studies, using other servant leadership instruments, were engaged in the literature review and discussion sections as points of comparison to the present study.



Third, the six items of the leadership effectiveness scale were developed by Ehrhart and Klein [67], and were used in Irving’s 2014 [2] study. Unfortunately, due to an error in inputting the items into Qualtrics, only four of the six items were included in the present study. The measure did perform as anticipated. The reliability coefficient for the four-item scale was 0.88, and was similar compared to the 0.90 in the six-item scale included in the Irving [2] study. Additionally, leadership effectiveness was positively correlated as a dependent variable to servant leadership. All of these positive relationships were significant at <0.001, and these correlations were similar to the positive correlations found in the Irving study.



Fourth, also due to an error in inputting the items into Qualtrics, only 22 of the 24 items from the Purpose in Leadership Inventory were included in the present study. The 22 items were loaded in a similar fashion to the initial factory analysis reported by Irving [2]. As previously noted, Irving’s 24-Item PLI instrument, from which the 22-item solution was drawn, is included in Appendix A along with indications of which two items were omitted. For future studies, the authors recommend utilizing the original 24-item PLI for two reasons. First, because all the other items performed as anticipated in the current study, it can be anticipated that the two omitted items would likewise perform as expected. Second, the two omitted items included one item from the goal-orientation subscale and one item from the leader purposefulness subscale. Because these subscales do not have as many items as follower-focus, adding these two items back into future studies will strengthen the subscales in reference to follower-focus.




8.2. Recommendations for Future Research


The present study opens up several pathways for future research. First, as this study was conducted in the healthcare sector of the U.S. context, other studies would benefit from examining similar variables in other organizational and cultural contexts. Second, the dependent variables evaluated in this study included job satisfaction, organizational commitment, person-organization fit, and leadership effectiveness. In future servant leadership research, it would be helpful both to add new follower and organizational variables in order to examine the effect of servant leadership on these variables, and to expand the research thread on servant leadership and person-organization fit, which has more limited support in the literature.



Finally, since the measure of and findings related to leader purposefulness utilized in this study were the most original contributions to servant leadership studies, the Purpose in Leadership Inventory provides a pathway for expanding this thread of research on the effect of leader purposefulness for servant leadership researchers. Leader purposefulness has a strong historic presence in the leadership literature noted earlier in this article. The present empirical study emphasizes the relevance of leader purposefulness as a component within servant leadership studies. The Purpose in Leadership Inventory used alongside other servant leadership measures provides a pathway for explicitly incorporating leader purposefulness into future studies. The researchers hope to see an expanding research thread that will engage leader purposefulness as an important dimension in ongoing servant leadership research.
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Appendix A. The Purpose in Leadership Inventory (PLI)


The Purpose in Leadership Inventory is designed as a tool to measure follower perspectives of leader attitudes and focus. Please consider one current or past leader as you take this inventory, and respond to each of the 24 items based on the extent to which you disagree or agree with the statement. Thank you for taking a few minutes to share your feedback.
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Table 1. Findings for Study Hypotheses.







	
Hypothesis

	
Hypothesized Relationship






	

	
Hypotheses Related to Organizational Commitment (OC)




	
Hypothesis 1A

	
Servant Leadership (SL) will positively relate to OC




	
Hypothesis 1B

	
Leader Follower-Focus (FF) will positively relate to OC




	
Hypothesis 1C

	
Leader Goal-Orientation (GO) will positively relate to OC




	
Hypothesis 1D

	
Leader Purposefulness (LP) will positively relate to OC




	

	
Hypotheses Related to Job Satisfaction (JS)




	
Hypothesis 2A

	
Servant Leadership will positively relate to JS




	
Hypothesis 2B

	
Leader Follower-Focus will positively relate to JS




	
Hypothesis 2C

	
Leader Goal-Orientation will positively relate to JS




	
Hypothesis 2D

	
Leader Purposefulness will positively relate to JS




	

	
Hypotheses Related to Person-Organization Fit (POF)




	
Hypothesis 3A

	
Servant Leadership will positively relate to POF




	
Hypothesis 3B

	
Leader Follower-Focus will positively relate to POF




	
Hypothesis 3C

	
Leader Goal-Orientation will positively relate to POF




	
Hypothesis 3D

	
Leader Purposefulness will positively relate to POF




	

	
Hypotheses Related to Leadership Effectiveness (LE)




	
Hypothesis 4A

	
Servant Leadership will positively relate to LE




	
Hypothesis 4B

	
Leader Follower-Focus will positively relate to LE




	
Hypothesis 4C

	
Leader Goal-Orientation will positively relate to LE




	
Hypothesis 4D

	
Leader Purposefulness will positively relate to LE
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