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Abstract 
Servant leadership has the potential to improve student satisfaction within online learning.  
However, the relationship between servant leadership and student satisfaction in an online 
environment had not yet been understood at the level of the individual instructor.  The purpose of 
this quantitative, correlational study was to evaluate the relationship between online students’ 
perception of their instructor’s servant leadership style and the student’s satisfaction with the 
online instructor.  We selected 155 online students at a major community college in the south-
central United States to complete the Servant Leadership Questionnaire (SLQ) and the Student 
Evaluation of Teaching (SET) survey online.  We examined the relationships between each of the 
five facets of perceived servant leadership style (altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, 
persuasive mapping, and organizational stewardship) and student satisfaction.  The results of the 
Spearman’s correlations showed a strong positive correlation between all servant leadership 
behaviors and student satisfaction, p < .001.  A multiple linear regression analysis showed that the 
combination of altruistic calling, persuasive mapping, and wisdom strongly predicted student 
satisfaction with the instructor, F(3, 151) = 83.8, p < .001, R2= .63.  The results of this study have 
filled a gap in the literature on the relationship between online student satisfaction and individual 
servant leadership behaviors.  We recommend future research to investigate servant leadership in 
relationship to online learning at 4-year public, for-profit, and private institutions.  

 
Keywords: servant leadership, student satisfaction, altruistic calling, emotional healing, 

wisdom, persuasive mapping, organizational stewardship 
 
Sahawneh, F.G. & Benuto, L.T. (2018). The relationship between instructor servant leadership 

behaviors and satisfaction with instructors in an online setting. Online Learning, 22(1), 
107-129. doi:10.24059/olj.v22i1.1066



The Relationship Between Instructor Servant Leadership Behaviors and Satisfaction with Instructors  
in an Online Setting 

 

 
Online Learning Journal – Volume 22 Issue 1 – March 2018  108 

The Relationship Between Instructor Servant Leadership Behaviors and  
Satisfaction with Instructors in an Online Setting  

In 2014, 51% of U.S. students enrolled in institutions of higher education had taken at least 
one online course (Allen & Seaman, 2016).  Despite the many benefits of online learning (Bowen, 
2013; Cole, Shelley, & Swartz, 2014; Jones, Everard, & McCoy, 2011; Woodall, Hiller, & 
Resnick, 2014), student persistence and retention in the online environment remains low (Sorensen 
& Donovan, 2017; Xu & Jaggars, 2011).  Increased student satisfaction is related to increases in 
student persistence (Hart, 2012; Joo, Joung, & Kim, 2013; Schreiner & Nelson, 2013).  When 
instructors show empathy and caring (Hazel et al., 2014; Ladyshewsky, 2013); express personal 
consideration; and offer intellectual stimulation, motivation, and inspiration (Bogler, Caspi, & 
Roccas, 2013), student satisfaction, retention, and success increase (Kranzow, 2013; Gomez, 2013; 
Joo et al., 2013).  Many of these instructor characteristics are consistent with the emergent servant 
leadership theory (Jacobs, 2011; Noland & Richards, 2015; van de Bunt-Kokhuis & Weir, 2013).   

A servant leader is a leader who places other people’s needs, goals, and wellbeing above 
his or her own in order to produce a positive transformation among followers (Blanchard & Miller, 
2007; Barnabas et al., 2010; Greenleaf, 1978; Letizia, 2014).  The relationship between students 
and instructors in an online course is similar to the leader-follower relationship observed in 
organizational settings (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2011; Bogler et al., 2013).  What distinguishes online 
learning from other traditional learning modalities is that the constraints of a set time and a set 
place affect the online learning milieu weakly or not at all (Nayamboli, 2014).  In the online 
classroom, instructors act as leaders (Garcia, 2015), and their style of leadership may influence 
their followers, who are the students (Noland & Richards, 2015; Pounder, 2014).   

Servant leadership may be a good fit for online learning as online learners face unique 
challenges such as social isolation, persistence, and high attrition rates (Johnson & Vishwanath, 
2011; Huber, 2014; Mariano, 2013; Reed & Swanson, 2014).  Servant leadership may benefit 
online learners by means of emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, commitment to the 
growth and empowerment of others, offers of feedback, and commitment to building a community 
of learners (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Huber, 2014; Steele, 2010).  These instructor behaviors 
may affect student satisfaction (Huber, 2014), thereby increasing student retention and engagement 
(Lorenzo, 2012; Noland & Richards, 2015; Schreiner & Nelson, 2013; Cole et al., 2014).  
However, most existing research on servant leadership in higher education has focused on 
measuring the organizational level of servant leadership rather than on examining servant 
leadership characteristics within individual instructors (Jacobs, 2011; Nyamboli, 2015; Padron, 
2012). 

University instructors committed to classroom excellence are critical to the success of any 
institution of higher education (Leroy, Palanski, & Simons, 2012).  Instructors face challenges that 
stem from the expectations of administrators, students, and accrediting agencies and from the 
demands of academic research (Jacobs, 2011).  Nonetheless, committed servant leadership 
instructors willingly undertake these challenges to achieve the desired outcome: changed lives and 
satisfied students (Greenleaf, 1982).  

A fundamental element in the learning process is the teacher-student relationship (Noland 
& Richards, 2015; van de Bunt-Kokhuis & Weir, 2013).  This relationship, which is initiated and 
fostered by the teachers, mirrors the leader-follower relationship found in an organizational setting 
(Bolkan & Goodboy, 2011; Bogler et al., 2013; Letizia, 2014; Noland & Richards, 2015).  Healthy 
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and trusting relationships between teachers and students in the classroom leads to improvements 
and progress for the students (Noland & Richards, 2015; Reed & Swanson, 2014; Ren, 2010).  
Building such relationships begins with the teacher’s desire to serve the students.  The quality of 
this service is demonstrated when students grow to be healthier and wiser and when the students 
themselves become servants of others (Greenleaf, 1977).   

Most of the studies of the relationship between servant leadership and student satisfaction 
have focused on the organizational level of servant leadership (Jacobs, 2011; Nyamboli, 2014; 
Padron, 2012).  No studies to date have involved an examination of servant leadership at the level 
of the individual leader in relationship to online student satisfaction.  However, both the 
organizational level and the individual level of servant leadership must be considered (Covey, 
1998; Irving, 2005).  Focusing on servant leadership at the individual level provides an opportunity 
to examine key individual characteristics of servant leadership (Covey, 1998; Noland & Richards, 
2015).  Furthermore, to achieve servant leadership at the organizational level, a critical mass of 
people within the organization must first begin the individual practice of servant leadership (Irving, 
2005; Laub, 1999).   

The current study provided the opportunity to examine five key individual characteristics 
of servant leadership and online student satisfaction.  These characteristics of servant leadership 
are (a) altruistic calling, (b) emotional healing, (c) wisdom, (d) persuasive mapping, and (e) 
organizational stewardship (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006).  These five theoretical dimensions were 
based on an examination of the seminal works of Greenleaf (1977) and Spears (1998) and then 
conceptualized in the Servant Leadership Questionnaire (SLQ; Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006).  A 
better understanding of the relationship between individual instructor leadership behaviors and 
student satisfaction will help university managers, instructors, and other stakeholders design more 
effective trainings designed to foster leadership qualities in online instructors.  These leadership 
qualities can improve online-student satisfaction (Bogler et al., 2013; Nyamboli, 2014; Huber, 
2014) and thereby improve student persistence (Croxton, 2014; Kranzow, 2013).   

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the statistical relationship between students’ 
perception of their instructor’s servant leadership style and the student’s satisfaction with the 
online instructor.  A brief literature review is presented, followed by a discussion of the method 
used.  The results of the study are then presented, followed by a discussion of the findings and a 
conclusion. 

 
  Review of Related Literature 

Online classrooms are replacing the traditional on-campus classroom settings at an 
increasingly rapid rate (Allen & Seaman, 2016).  Just as students are making changes to adapt to 
this virtual learning modality, educational leaders must also make the changes necessary to ensure 
student satisfaction with the online environment (Cole et al., 2014; Croxton, 2014; Huber, 2014; 
Nyamboli, 2014).  An improved understanding of leadership behaviors of individual instructors 
will help university managers, instructors, and other stakeholders to design effective trainings to 
foster leadership qualities in educators teaching in the online environment.  Improved leadership 
behaviors have the potential to improve student satisfaction and achievement in online education 
(Kranzow, 2013; Joo et al., 2011).  Servant leadership behaviors among online instructors may 
exercise a positive influence on online education (Huber, 2014; Nyamboli, 2014; Reed & 
Swanson, 2014; van de bunt-Kokhuis & Sultan, 2012).  
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Based on the writings of Greenleaf (1977, 1978, 1982), Spears (1998) identified 10 
behaviors of servant leadership.  These components were the first distillation of the ideas of 
Greenleaf into a model that described servant leadership in precise terms (van Dierendonck, 2011).  
The 10 characteristics were listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, 
foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and building a community.   

Spears (2005) was able to crystalize Greenleaf’s (1977, 1978, 1982) ideas, but did not 
continue to provide measurement tools to test servant leadership theory empirically.  Therefore, 
researchers were unable to conduct valid, reliable empirical studies based on these qualities (Parris 
& Peachy, 2013).  According to Spears (1998), all these values were needed so that each servant 
leader would have the tools necessary to build a viable community for a large number of people 
and thus lead the way by showing a commitment to the well-being and growth of the members of 
the community.  Applying these behaviors, values, and principles of servant leadership is 
particularly necessary in higher education (Huber, 2014; Nyamboli, 2014; Wheeler, 2012).  

Styles of leadership commonly found in higher education, such as transactional and laissez-
faire leadership, are limited in their leadership potential.  These styles are leader-centered and do 
not empower others to be involved in working together for the common good (Wheeler, 2012).  
There is a need to recapture the vision and passion that ignited the early excitement about becoming 
servants in the field of education (Guillaume, Honeycutt, & Savage-Austin, 2013; Letizia, 2014; 
Shaw & Newton, 2014).  This leadership gap in higher education can be filled by a leadership style 
that will transform educational institutions and thus restore the public confidence in higher 
education, foster long-term commitments, and nurture a work environment in which people thrive 
as they provide service to others (Letizia, 2014; Noland & Richards, 2015; Paul & Fitzpatrick, 
2015; Shaw & Newton, 2014; Wheeler, 2012).  Servant leadership is that kind of leadership style. 

Although servant leadership is practiced in both nonprofit and for-profit organizations, 
little empirical research exists to examine servant leadership theory in an organizational setting 
(Pariss & Peachey, 2013).  No consensus of the definition of servant leadership exists among 
scholars (Focht & Ponton, 2015; van Dierendonck, 2011).  Greenleaf (1977), who coined the term 
servant leadership and is considered its grandfather, described servant leadership: “It begins with 
the natural feeling one wants to serve, to serve first.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire 
to lead” (p. 27).  This lack of a clear definition of servant leadership has resulted in many 
conceptual frameworks and measurement tools to test servant leadership empirically (van 
Dierendonck, 2011).  Nevertheless, despite this lack of consensus among scholars, servant 
leadership remains a viable, tenable leadership theory with the potential to transform organizations 
and individuals in positive directions (Parris & Peachey, 2013).  

Views on leadership behavior are changing because of recent demands for a more ethical 
and people-centered leadership style, particularly after the leadership scandals of Enron, 
WorldCom, Tyco, University of Illinois, University of Colorado, and UC Santa Cruz.  Researchers 
have therefore suggested that servant leadership theory, with its focus on ethical and authentic 
leadership, may provide an answer to what organizations need (van Dierendock, 2011).   

Many researchers have argued that servant leadership is distinct from other leadership 
theories.  Although many other leadership theories partially or individually address areas such as 
honesty, integrity, morality, authenticity, people-centered leadership, and spirituality, these traits 
are combined under servant leadership theory (Dearth & West, 2014; Sendjaya & Cooper, 2010).  
Servant leadership is also unique among styles of leadership in its focus on the needs and desires 
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of the followers.  Servant leadership emphasizes the empowerment, growth, and personal 
development of the followers, with the focus on the needs of followers before the needs of the 
leader (Liden et al., 2015; Stewart, 2012).  This emphasis stands in contrast to other leadership 
theories in which the focus is on the leader and the well-being of the organization rather than on 
the well-being of the followers (Jacobs, 2011; Rachmawati & Lantu, 2014).  This follower-
oriented attitude fosters an environment of strong relationships in which the followers are 
encouraged to become the best they can be for the good of the organization (van Dierendonck, 
2011).   

According to Greenleaf (1977), the servant leader is above all primus inter pares, Latin for 
first among equals.  A servant leader does not exercise his authority to coerce followers to perform 
but rather uses persuasion.  Servant leaders consider their power and authority as an opportunity 
to serve others, and as such, serving and leading become almost interchangeable (van 
Dierendonck, 2011).  Furthermore, servant leaders find their fulfillment and motivation not in 
exercising power over their followers but in serving them and seeing them grow as persons 
(Letizia, 2014; Thompson, 2014).  According to Greenleaf (1977), this commitment to service first 
is a key requirement of good leadership.   

The principles, behaviors, and characteristics of servant leaders influence the effectiveness 
of the leader (Dearth & West, 2014; Parris & Peachey, 2013; Rachmawati & Lantu, 2014; 
Thompson, 2014; van Dierendonck, 2011).  An essential theme of servant leadership is building 
relationships (Buchen, 1998).  Buchan (1998) argued that Greenleaf’s (1977) model of servant 
leadership provided a new framework for institutions of higher education and its faculty.  Buchan 
suggested this model for addressing the essential transformational needs of higher education.   

Retaining students in online courses and sustaining a high level of student satisfaction is 
difficult (Cole et al., 2014; Croxton, 2014).  This difficulty is the result of the sense of isolation 
that students experience when studying online (Rovai & Downey, 2010; van de bunt-Kokhuis & 
Sultan, 2013).  Online students experience an absence of social presence, a sense of isolation, and 
a lack of interaction with the teacher and other learners (Rovai & Downey, 2010; Reed & Swanson, 
2014; van de bunt-Kokhuis & Sultan, 2013). As online education grows, the need for high-quality 
leadership among instructors grows as well. High-quality leadership that focuses on building 
relationships between teachers and students is needed (Huber & Carter, 2014; Nyamboli, 2014).  

Servant leadership is a style of leadership with the potential to improve student satisfaction 
and retention for online learning in higher education (Huber, 2014; van de Bunt-Kokhuis & Sultan, 
2012).  Servant leadership is characterized by the qualities of “listening, forgiveness, empathy, 
humility, care for people and organization, healing of relationships, awareness, persuasion, 
courage, giving feedback, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, authenticity, commitment to 
growth and empowerment of others, and building community” (van de Bunt-Kokhuis & Sultan, 
2012, p. 2).  These qualities have made servant leadership one of the five most discussed leadership 
theories in the current leadership literature (Nyamboli, 2014).  

Existing research regarding servant leadership indicates a relationship between servant 
leadership and student satisfaction in an online educational setting.  Many researchers (e.g., Bogler 
et al., 2013; Huber, 2014; Livingston, 2011; Nyamboli, 2014; Padron, 2012; van de Bunt-Kokhius 
& Sultan, 2012) have investigated factors related to satisfaction among online students.  However, 
research on the role of online instructors in relationship to student satisfaction, particularly in terms 
of the leadership style of the instructor, is more limited.  Servant leadership style has the potential 
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to improve student satisfaction with online education (Huber, 2014; van de Bunt-Kokhius & 
Sultan, 2012).  However, most existing research on servant leadership in higher education has 
focused on measuring the organizational level of servant leadership rather than on examining 
servant leadership characteristics within individual instructors (Jacobs, 2011; Nyamboli, 2015; 
Padron, 2012).  These researchers used the Organizational Leadership Assessment (OLA) 
designed by Laub (1999).  The OLA instrument used in these research studies was not designed to 
measure servant leadership on the individual leader level, rather, it was created as a tool to measure 
the organizational level of servant leadership on six key dimensions of servant-leadership (Laub, 
1999). These six dimensions are: (1) Values People, (2) Develops People, (3) Builds Community, 
(4) Displays Authenticity, (5) Provides Leadership, and Shares Leadership (Laub, 1999). 

Not all researchers have established a link between perceived servant leadership behaviors 
and student satisfaction in an online learning setting (Nayamboli, 2014), student satisfaction in a 
face-to-face classroom setting (Padron, 2012), or effective teaching (Jacobs, 2011).  Padron (2012) 
researched a face-to-face classroom setting and found a negative correlation between student 
satisfaction and perceived servant leadership at the organizational level.  In an investigation of 68 
doctoral level students and 25 faculty and staff members (Nyamboli, 2014), no significant 
relationship was found between the students’ perceptions of the organization level of servant 
leadership and satisfaction with e-learning (r = .02, p = .88).  Participants were assessed by 
completing the Organization Leadership Assessment and the Distance Education Learning 
Environment surveys (Nyamboli, 2014).  The findings showed that online doctoral students were 
satisfied with their online learning experience and that the participants perceived a moderate level 
of servant leadership at the organizational level.   

As shown in the above brief literature review, most of the research on servant leadership 
in higher education has focused on measuring the organizational level of servant leadership rather 
than on examining servant leadership characteristics of individual instructors (Jacobs, 2011; 
Padron, 2012).  This gap in the literature is problematic because the organizational level and the 
individual level of servant leadership are inextricably intertwined, and both must be considered 
(Covey, 1998; Irving, 2005).  No empirical studies were located in which the relationship between 
the individual servant leadership styles of online instructors and online student satisfaction with 
the instructor was evaluated.  However, the evidence from the research on servant leadership at 
the organizational level suggests that the same positive relationship may be found at the individual 
level (Huber, 2014; Jacobs, 2011; Steele, 2010). 

 

Methods 
To evaluate the extent to which altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive 

mapping, and organizational stewardship (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006) in an online instructor 
predicted student satisfaction (Tsai & Lin, 2012), we developed the following research questions.   

Q1.  What is the relationship, if any, between online student perceptions of the instructors’ 
altruistic calling leadership behavior and student satisfaction with the instructor? 
Q2.  What is the relationship, if any, between online student perceptions of the instructors’ 
emotional healing leadership behavior and student satisfaction with the instructor?  
Q3.  What is the relationship, if any, between online student perceptions of the instructors’ 
wisdom leadership behavior and student satisfaction with the instructor? 
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Q4.  What is the relationship, if any, between online student perceptions of the instructors’ 
persuasive mapping leadership behavior and student satisfaction with the instructor?  
Q5.  What is the relationship, if any, between online student perceptions of the instructors’ 
organizational stewardship leadership behavior and student satisfaction with the instructor?  
Q6.  To what extent do individual components of servant leadership (altruistic calling, 
emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, and organizational stewardship) in online 
instructors, as perceived by students, predict student satisfaction with the instructor? 

Sample 
To address the research questions, we sampled 155 online adult students enrolled at a 

community college setting in the south-central United States.  All participants were 18 years of 
age or older.  The community college site, which we selected for convenience, was a regionally 
accredited community college with an enrollment of approximately 6,166 students during the fall 
2015 semester.  Of these students, 1,028 had enrolled in only one online course during the 
semester. The participants completed the survey at the end of a 16-week general educational 
courses offered during the fall 2015 semester.  Participants had little or no face-to-face contact 
with their instructors, and no background on servant leadership was provided to the survey 
participants. 

From the overall sampling frame, 224, or 21.8%, agreed to participate in the study.  This 
percentage was consistent with the anticipated response rate of approximately 20% (Chang & 
Krosnick, 2010; Messer & Dillman, 2011; Petrovčič, Petrič, & Lozar Manfreda, 2016).  Although 
224 students attempted the survey, only 155 completed all the questions needed for analysis.   
Measures  

We used two online survey instruments to collect data for the study: the SLQ and the SET.   
SLQ. The SLQ (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006) is a 23-item inventory that assesses the extent 

to which leaders display servant-leadership qualities as conceptualized by Greenleaf (1978) and 
Spears (1998).  Two versions of the questionnaire exist: the self-report or leader version, and the 
rater or follower version.  We used the rater version of the SLQ to measure five components of 
servant leadership: altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, and 
organizational stewardship.  We measured all five variables on Likert-type scales, with values 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  We calculated the score for each variable 
as the mean score for the respective subscale.  The SLQ provided a way to conduct empirical 
research on servant leadership behavior with proven validity and reliability (Barbuto & Wheeler, 
2006; Guillaume et al., 2013).  We did not include the self-report or leader (faculty) version of the 
SLQ in this study because the focus of the study was on measuring the students’ perception of 
their online instructors’ servant leadership behaviors.   

SET. The SET (Tsai & Lin, 2012) is a five-item self-report inventory designed to measure 
student satisfaction with online instructors.  The instrument measured the scores on a Likert-type 
scale, with values ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  We calculated the 
student satisfaction score as the mean score for the five items on the scale.   
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Procedure  
 After we received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, we requested a list of the 
students’ emails from the office of the Dean of Online Learning at the selected college.  From this 
list, we contacted 1,028 participants through e-mail with an invitation to participate in the study.  
The email stated the reasons for conducting the study and included contact information, an online 
link to the survey, and the informed consent form? Students were given three weeks to respond to 
the invitation.  To encourage more student participation in the study, students were given an 
opportunity to win one of five $50 Amazon gift cards. 

Among those invited to participate in the study, 155 provided informed consent and 
completed all survey questions necessary to compute the mean scores for each scale or subscale.  
When study participants declined to answer one or more survey questions needed to calculate a 
given variable, we omitted the entire record from the analysis. Thus, all the 68 surveys with 
missing data were omitted.  There were two reasons for this decision.  First, the authors of the 
instruments did not provide instructions for missing value replacement.  Therefore, a process of 
missing value replacement may have invalidated the results.  Second, missing value replacement 
with mean substitution should be used only if 10% or fewer of the components of a given scale are 
missing (Baraldi & Enders, 2010; Karanja, Zaveri, & Ahmed, 2013).  Because all scale scores used 
in this study included only four or five items, even one missing item would have exceeded the 
number of permissible items omitted. 

We provided a link in the email message to the participants for access to the online survey, 
which was hosted by SurveyMonkey. We sent two follow-up email reminders to participants to 
reach students who may have missed the earlier email invitations. Data collection ended after three 
weeks. We downloaded the data from the SurveyMonkey website directly into SPSS software for 
analysis.      

 

Results 
Among the 224 respondents to the survey, one declined to provide informed consent and 

was therefore omitted from the study.  Among the remaining 223 respondents, 155 (69.5%) 
answered all survey questions needed to compute the independent and dependent variables.  With 
a sample size of 155, the achieved power of the bivariate correlation was 96.9%, and the achieved 
power of the multiple linear regressions was 97.2%, showing a strong statistical power for the 
results. 

We performed Fisher’s exact tests to determine if the distributions of academic class, 
course requirements, ethnicity, age, or gender were different between those with and without 
complete data for the independent and dependent variables.  There was no evidence to suggest a 
difference in academic class, course requirements, ethnicity, age, or gender between those who did 
and those who did not answer all survey questions required to evaluate the independent and 
dependent variables. 

The majority of the sample consisted of freshmen and sophomores.  Two-thirds of the 
participants were female, and 81.9% were Caucasian.  Almost two-thirds of the participants were 
between the ages of 18 and 29.  Table 1 shows the demographic distribution of the participants.  
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Characteristic N  Percent 
Gender     
 Male 50  32.3  
 Female 104  67.1  
 Missing  1  0.6  
Age at time of survey     
 18 to 29 100  64.5  
 30 to 44 37  23.9  
 45 to 59 17  11  
 60 or older  1  0.6  
Ethnicity     
 Caucasian 127  81.9  
 African-American 12  7.7  
 Asian 1  0.6  
 Hispanic 7  4.5  
 Other 7  4.5  
 Missing 1  0.6  
Class level     
 Freshman 45  29  
 Sophomore 43  27.7  
 Junior 22  14.2  
 Senior  18  11.6  
 Other  27  17.4  
Course requirement     
 Required for major 86  55.5  
 Required for minor  16  10.3  
 Other requirement 26  16.8  
 Elective 27  17.4  

Note.  N = 155. 
Table 1. Demographic Distributions of Participants 

 
 
We measured all servant leadership variables on a Likert scale, with values ranging from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  Mean scores for servant leadership ranged from 2.49 
for emotional healing to 3.58 for altruistic calling (see Table 2).  Because the student satisfaction 
score was not normally distributed, as shown by a histogram, we reported the median rather than 
the mean.  The median student satisfaction score was 4.0.  
 
 

Variable            M         SD 
Altruistic calling 3.58 .90 
Emotional healing 2.49 .90 
Wisdom 3.50 .83 
Persuasive mapping 3.08 .86 
Organizational stewardship 3.29 .81 

Note.  N = 155. 
Table 2. Servant Leadership Style: Means and Standard Deviations 
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Assumptions for Spearman’s correlation 
 The only requirement for Spearman’s rho is that the relationship between the two variables 
be monotonic, or linear, rather than curvilinear (Bishara & Hittner, 2012; Hill & Lewicki, 2007).  
We confirmed this assumption for the current study by inspecting scatterplots of all bivariate 
relationships being tested. The variables (altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive 
mapping, organizational stewardship, and student satisfaction with the instructor) were all 
measured on an interval scale, which we treated in this study as a continuous measurement.  
Scatterplots showed no evidence to suggest the linearity assumption was violated.  In addition, the 
scatterplots showed no evidence of outliers. 

Assumptions for multiple linear regression 
Before conducting the multiple linear regression, the data was examined to ensure that it 

met the assumptions of linearity, normally distributed errors, homoscedasticity, and the absence 
of multicollinearity.  Scatterplots, histograms, and the variance inflation factor scores indicated 
that these assumptions were met.    
Bivariate Correlations 
 We computed five bivariate correlations using Spearman’s rho correlation statistic.  The 
predictor variables were the mean scores for each of the five subscales of the SLQ: (a) altruistic 
calling, (b) emotional healing, (c) wisdom, (d) persuasive mapping, and (e) organizational 
stewardship.  For all bivariate correlations, the outcome variable was the mean score for the SET. 
Table 3 shows the results of the bivariate correlations. 
 

Variable rs p 
Altruistic calling .70 < .001 
Emotional healing .51 < .001 
Wisdom .70 < .001 
Persuasive mapping .69 < .001 
Organizational stewardship .67 < .001 

Note.  N = 155. 
Table 3. Servant Leadership Style: Bivariate Relationships with Student Satisfaction 

 
Significant positive relationships between student satisfaction and all servant-leadership 

scores examined, p < .001 were identified.  Spearman’s rho correlation coefficients ranged from 
.51 for emotional healing to .70 for altruistic calling and wisdom. 

For the stepwise multiple linear regression analysis, the overall model was significant, 
F(3, 151) = 83.8, p < .001, R2= .63 (see Table 4).  Three predictor variables (altruistic calling, 
persuasive mapping, and wisdom) contributed significantly to the model.   
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Variable a, b 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t p B Std. Error Beta 
 (Constant) -.10 .25  -0.41 .68 

Altruistic callingc .43 .10 .35 4.50 <.001 

Persuasive mappingd .40 .10 .31 3.85 <.001 

Wisdome .28 .11 .21 2.52 .01 

    a. Dependent variable: student satisfaction with the instructor 
    b. F(3, 151) = 83.8, p < .001.; R2 attributed to the total model = .63 
    c. R2 attributed to altruistic calling = .52 
    d. R2 attributed to persuasive mapping = .09 
    e. R2 attributed to wisdom = .02 
Table 4. Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Student Satisfaction with Instructor from 
Servant Leadership Scores 

 
The R2 values showed that altruistic calling was the most significant predictor of student 

satisfaction, explaining 52% of the total variance.  Additionally, persuasive mapping explained an 
additional 8.5% of the total variance, and wisdom explained an additional 1.6%.  While the other 
two predictor variables (emotional healing and organizational stewardship) did not contribute 
significantly to the overall regression model. 

 
Discussion and Conclusions 

Researchers have established that servant leadership has the potential to influence student 
satisfaction in a positive direction (Huber, 2014; Jacobs, 2011; Letizia, 2014; Padron, 2012; Reed 
& Swanson, 2014; Searle, 2011; van de bunt-Kokhuis & Sultan, 2013).  Servant leadership 
behaviors in traditional, hybrid, or online classroom settings have been associated with higher 
levels of student satisfaction (Ali & Ahmad, 2011; Jacobs, 2011; Huber, 2014; Johnson, Aragon, 
& Shaik, 2000; Nyamboli, 2014; Setliff, 2014).  Servant leadership behaviors have also been 
positively correlated with related outcomes such as exemplary instruction (Setliff, 2014); teaching 
effectiveness (Drury, 2005; Metzcar, 2008), school climate (Black, 2010), and job satisfaction 
(Cerit, 2010; Irving, 2005; Laub, 1999; Shaw & Newton, 2014; van Dierendock & Nuijten, 2011).   

The findings of the current study were congruent with existing research showing a 
correlation between servant leadership and student satisfaction.  What distinguishes online 
learning from other traditional learning modalities is that the constraints of a set time and a set 
place affect the online learning milieu weakly or not at all (Nayamboli, 2014).  We found a strong 
positive correlation between student satisfaction and five components of servant leadership in an 
online setting: altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, and 
organizational stewardship (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006).  These findings were consistent with 
earlier research showing that instructors who expressed personal consideration; who showed 
empathy and caring; and who offered intellectual stimulation, motivation, and inspiration tended 
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to have more satisfied students (Bogler, Caspi, & Roccas, 2013; Hazel et al., 2014; Ladyshewsky, 
2013).   

In the current study, the combined factors of altruistic calling, persuasive mapping, and 
wisdom predicted student satisfaction with instructors in an online environment.  Similarly, Setliff 
(2014) indicated that of the five servant leadership behaviors, wisdom was the strongest predictor 
of exemplary instruction.  Altruistic calling and persuasive mapping have also been correlated with 
exemplary instruction.  Altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, and 
organizational stewardship may create a positive environment in which student performance is 
enhanced (Huber, 2014; Jacobs, 2011; Letizia, 2014; Nyamboli, 2014; Padron, 2012; Reed & 
Swanson, 2014; Searle, 2011; Setliff, 2014; van de bunt-Kokhuis & Sultan, 2013). 

 While our results are not causal (we did not assess outcomes related to different 
pedagogical approaches), our results do imply that online students at a community college 
perceived the servant leadership behaviors of their online instructors within the virtual learning 
environment.  This implication suggests that institutions of higher learning who wish for an 
increased level of student satisfaction within the online learning setting may find it beneficial to 
incorporate faculty trainings that help faculty members  integrate servant leadership behaviors into 
their pedagogical approach to the online classroom. We recommend that these considerations focus 
on the servant leadership behaviors of altruistic calling, persuasive mapping, and wisdom. 

Setliff (2014) suggested using the Servant Leader Development Model for Faculty by 
Antecedent, which was used for data collection and feedback regarding servant leadership 
behaviors (see Appendix A).  In the current study, this model was adapted and modified for an 
online classroom setting based on the results of the current research.  Based on this model, online 
instructors, administrators, and other stakeholders will be able to have ongoing feedback on servant 
leader behaviors and their application in an online classroom setting.  Following is a discussion of 
the limitations for each research question. 

Limitations 
There were several limitations to this study.  The study included only adult students who 

enrolled in a particular online class during the fall 2015 semester at a community college setting 
in the south-central United States.  Expanding the scope of this research to other community 
colleges, 4-year public colleges, graduate programs, and private colleges would extend the 
generalizability of the findings.  Another limitation was the self-report nature of the study.  
Students who responded to the follower version of the SLQ may have rated their instructors 
differently from the way the instructors would have rated themselves on the leader version of the 
SLQ.   

This research was limited by the cross-sectional design.  We were unable to observe 
changes in the relationship between servant leadership behaviors of online instructors and student 
satisfaction over an extended period (Lu et al., 2013).  Finally, 68 (30.5%) of the respondents 
declined to answer all the survey questions needed to compute the independent and dependent 
variables, resulting in nonresponse bias.  This nonresponse rate may limit the generalizability of 
the results to the population of interest. 
Future directions 
 Ten years after its development, the SLQ (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006) has emerged as one 
of the leading measures of individual servant leadership behaviors (Setliff, 2014).  However, most 
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research on servant leadership theory in higher education has focused on the traditional classroom 
setting.  There is a need to develop new instruments better suited for the online learning milieu.   

Greenleaf (1977), who first introduced the construct of servant leadership, stated, “What I 
have to say comes from experience, my own and that of others, which bears on institutional 
reconstruction.  It is a personal statement, and it is meant to be neither a scholarly treatise nor a 
how-to-do-it manual” (p. 49).  Since 1977, servant leadership has lacked a unified theoretical 
framework.  Little empirical research on servant leadership has been conducted with wide, 
substantive, and practical applications (Dean, 2014; Fotch & Ponton, 2015; Parris & Peachey, 
2013; van Dierendonck, 2011; van Dierendonck et al., 2014).  As such, researchers in this young 
field of servant leadership theory have ample challenges to produce empirical research that will 
further validate the use of servant leadership across diverse organizational settings (Noland & 
Richards, 2015).  Such research can provide further insights and understanding of this theory for 
future researchers and practitioners. 

The current study has shown that the SLQ can be used in an educational setting, such as a 
community college.  We recommend that this study be replicated in different settings, such as state 
universities, private colleges, graduate programs, and for-profit educational institutions.  Such 
research may provide additional data on how servant leadership behaviors are related to student 
satisfaction with online learning and thus fill the existing gap in the literature for this area of study.   

Replicating this study with a larger population—using the leader-rated version of the SLQ 
rather than the follower-rated version used in this study—may provide a different perspective on 
servant leadership behaviors and their relationship to student satisfaction.  Scoring servant 
leadership behaviors from the perspectives of both instructors and students may provide a better 
indication of the factors related to online student satisfaction.  The current study confirmed earlier 
findings on servant leadership behaviors in the classroom, but servant leadership theory stands in 
need of continual development toward a clearer definition and construct measurement (Noland & 
Richards, 2015).  Qualitative research involving interviews with students and faculty members 
may provide additional insights regarding the experiences of students and faculty members with 
servant leadership behaviors.   

Based on the findings of the current study, we recommend a servant-leadership training 
model to prepare online instructors.  This model, adapted from Setliff (2014), could be used to 
train online faculty members to develop their servant leadership behavior skills as a way of 
increasing student satisfaction with online learning.   
 

Conclusions 
 The current study was the first in which the relationship between individual servant 
leadership behaviors and online student satisfaction was examined empirically.  Additionally, the 
study was the first in which this relationship was tested at the level of the individual instructors 
rather than at the organizational level in an online learning setting.  The results showed that 
individual servant leadership behaviors (altruistic calling, emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive 
mapping, and organizational stewardship) were positively correlated with student satisfaction.  
Three of these behaviors (altruistic calling, wisdom, and persuasive mapping) strongly predicted 
student satisfaction in combination.  These findings provided evidence consistent with the current 
servant leadership literature, according to which levels of student satisfaction increased when 
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instructors exhibited servant leadership behaviors in traditional, hybrid, or online classroom 
settings (Ali & Ahmad, 2011; Jacobs, 2011; Huber, 2014; Paul & Fitzpatrick, 2015; Setliff, 2014).   

This study has empirically demonstrated the correlation of the individual servant leadership 
behaviors in the online classroom to student satisfaction.  We recommend that servant leadership 
be an option for inclusion in faculty and staff training, curriculum development, and instructional 
environments, with a focus on the servant leadership behaviors of altruistic calling, persuasive 
mapping, and wisdom.  Such training in servant leadership may be an answer to the quest for a 
new type of leadership in higher education required to meet the needs and the challenges faced by 
online learners (Huber, 2014; Nyamboli, 2014; van de Bunt-Kokhius & Sultan, 2012).  Servant 
teachers aim to help students maximize their personal potential by focusing primarily on the 
students’ needs (Noland & Richards, 2015).  This new type of compassionate leadership can 
juxtapose digital technology and human feeling in the online learning classroom (van de Bunt-
Kokhius & Sultan, 2012).   
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Appendix A: 
 

Integrated Servant Leader Development Model: Antecedent and Demonstrated Behavior 

Antecedent Demonstrated behavior Source  
Altruistic 
calling 

Willing to provide extra time to help students understand the 
materials 

SI 

 Encourages students to ask questions without a sense of stress SI 
 Views teaching as a special calling, not a job SIPG  
 Is a source of positive energy SIPG 
 Believes success is measured by the success of students and peers SIPG 
Emotional 
healing  

Willing to provide listening ears and a safe environment for the 
students when they face personal trauma 

SI 

 Encourages students to share their feelings regarding the course  SI 
 Provides a meaningful input regarding mending the hard feelings 

students face  
SI 

Wisdom Develops and creates “teachable moments” SI 
 Creates a conducive learning environment SI 
 Surveys the students’ understanding of prior information SI 
 Clearly describes the objectives of the day’s material and how it 

builds upon prior learning 
SI 

 Uses various media to add depth, contrast, and context effectively 
to illuminate and amplify salient points 

SI 

 Uses multimedia to bring outside experts into the online 
classroom.  

SI 

Organiza-
tional 
steward-
ship 

Develops and communicates positive regard for the organization SIPG 
 

 Describes connections with other organizations and the 
community at large 

PG 

 Emphasizes the social importance of group involvement SIPG 
 Describes and communicates the importance of service to others SIPG 
 Describes and demonstrates wise stewardship SIPG 
 Emphasizes that each person must take responsibility SIPG 
Persuasive 
mapping 

Seen as actively involved in student issues SIPG 

 Has the ability to discuss the importance of direction with students SI 
 Has the ability to motivate students to perform at their highest 

level 
SI 

 Has the ability to communicate in a fashion that inspires others to 
follow 

SIPG 

 Has the ability to follow a rational moral compass SIPG 
 Has the ability to obtain consensus through a highly developed 

interpersonal skill set 
PG 

 Is seen as one who can reduce confrontation PG 
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Note. SI = student instructor review.  PG = peer group review.  SIPG = student instructor review 
and peer group review.  Adapted from “A study of student perceptions of exemplary instruction 
and servant leader behavioral qualities,” (pp. 62-63) by Richard C. Setliff, Jr., 2014, Ph.D. 
dissertation, Indiana State University, Terre Haute, Indiana. Retrieved from Dissertations & 
Thesis: Full Text. (1526012795). Used with permission. 
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