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Abstract

This study employed survey research to investigate the effects of servant leadership on employee job withdrawal
intention. Employees are valuable assets to organization. Leaders are important to decrease employee's job
withdrawal intention. Servant leadership style is important to build a good relationship with their employees.
Respondents consist of employees that work at small medium enterprises in Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Using
questionnaires to collect data and AMOS to analyze data. The results reveal a negative relationship between
servant leadership and employee’s job withdrawal intention. Thus, it provides evidence that servant leadership is
able to reduce employee’s job withdrawal intention. This study provides some ideas for leader on how to retain
quality workers.
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1. Introduction

An abundance of studies has been done to know the reasons of employee job withdrawal intention. Employee’s
job withdrawal intention or employee’s turnover intention is a costly problem for organizations. It is interesting
to note that salary pay becomes a less important criterion to influence job turnover. This has been proven by
several scholars, and Khatri, Fern, and Budhwar (2001) identified that in the food and beverage and the marine
and shipping industries, the salary was not an important concern for the employees. Rubiah (2012) listed external
opportunity, limited growth opportunities and further studies as the three main reasons for employees to leave an
organization. Recent evidence also shows that turnover intention can be influenced by many factors, including
job dissatisfaction as well as poor leadership (Bull, 2010).

Recently, leaders are more stressful to build a good relationship with their followers. Many decades ago,
researchers believe that leaders are more autocratic while nowadays leaders are seen to be more democratic
(Boyum, 2012). In this context, it is increasingly difficult to ignore the importance of the practice of servant
leadership. There is an enormous number of articles regarding servant leadership. Many of the organizations
made to the Fortune Magazine’s annual listing of “The 100 Best Companies to Work For” is practicing servant
leadership (Spears, 2010).

There are abundance of research that are related to leadership and employee turnover intention. However, there
is still a lack of research specifically on servant leadership in Malaysia. The aim of the study is to examine the
influence of servant leadership style on employee’s job withdrawal intention in Johor Bahru, one of the cities in
Malaysia.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Servant Leadership

Servant leaders empower employees in decision making, practices ethical and caring behavior, and enhances the
growth of employees while improving the caring and quality of organizational life (Spears, 2010). Patterson
(2003) and Franklin (2010) define servant leadership as a leadership that has its primary focus on followers
whereas organizational concerns are secondary. In other words, servant leadership pays great attention to the
well-being of followers (Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002). Servant leaders employ a
combination of characteristics, one of these characteristics is that they put employee as their priority. Greenleaf
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(1977), the pioneer in defining servant leadership, believes that a leader that practises servant leadership styles
will place serving others’ needs as their top priority. Ebener and O'Connell (2010) point out that servant leaders
create a culture of service in organizations and have an impact on the beliefs, assumptions, values, and behaviors
of the employees. Wong and Davey (2007) further explained that servant leaders are willing to serve in order to
train employees into future leaders. Apart from that, the willingness of servant leaders to serve aims to meet
followers’ needs in all aspects (Sun & Wang, 2009). In order to train employees into leaders, servant leaders will
empower them (Van Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011). The culture of service comes with empowerment (Ebener &
O'Connell, 2010). Empowerment is one of an important components of servant leadership, where it allows
employees to make decisions and learn new things, at the same time remaining the organizational
competitiveness, increasing the organizational performance and making the working process more effective
(Fernandez & Moldogaziev, 2013). Other than giving authority for decision-making, leaders' communication
skills are strongly needed. They need to be active in listening to others. Through listening, a servant leader will
be able to identify the needs of their employees and take action to fulfill their needs (Spears, 2010). Besides,
servant leaders learn when employees share their ideas (Boone & Makhani, 2013). Another characteristic of
servant leadership is being forgiving. This means a servant leader has also empathy and sympathy, and
understands their feelings. In this case, employees are free to make mistakes. Employees will become more
creative in making decisions to solve problems. This will help the organization to have the best employees (Van
Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011). Servant leaders have low self-focus because they do self-assessments (Dennis,
2004) and know how to respect the worth of their employees (Hirschy, 2011). Den Hartog and De Hoogh (2009)
also found that employees will trust their leaders and be committed to the organization if the leaders behave
ethically.

There are different culture that may influence leadership practices such as culture that influenced by Confucian
ideology or Islamic moral (House, Hanges, Javiden, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). In Western countries, servant
leadership is less practiced by leaders in Italy than in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, particularly in
the case of standing back, humility and authenticity (Bobbio, Van Dierendonck, & Manganelli, 2012). House et
al. (2004) group these three countries (Italy, Netherlands and United Kingdom) in different society cluster due to
these countries have different culture background and histories. Researchers claim that in the Italian culture,
these characteristics are seen as a threat to the position of a leader (Bobbio et al., 2012). Similarities and
differences of the concept of servant leadership do not only occur among European countries, but also among
both Eastern and Western countries. The idea of servant leadership can be defined by Christianity. Ebener and
O'Connell (2010) also listed out some well-known figures whose ideologies are similar to servant leadership
such as Mohandas Gandhi, Confucius and Laozi. In China, servant leadership has many similarities with Western
servant leadership. However, it is suggested that Chinese servant leaders include the components of
Confucianism, Daoism and Communist ideology in the development and formulation of Chinese servant
leadership (Han, Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2010). The servant leadership concept can be found in ancient
Chinese text ‘Tao Te Ching’ by Laozi, which is a Chinese classic text regarding the way of life. In the text, Laozi
advised leaders not to control followers. Another Chinese classic text ‘Di Zi Gui’ also indicated that leaders need
to treat their workers with benevolence. Furthermore, leaders need to treat their employees with good ethics, so
that the employees can be influenced to become ethical beings (Zhang, 2006). The ideology of Confucianism is
similar to servant leadership, which includes the elements of love, altruism, kindness (Winston & Ryan, 2008).
Precisely, due to the presence of Confucianism, Chinese organizations are still lack of egalitarianism compared
to Western organizations, as Confucianism possesses hierarchical relationships and obedience. Companies in
Western countries such as Finland are practicing more equality in the society (Mittal & Dorfman, 2012). In the
Islamic perspective, Mahazan et al. (2015) found similarities in servant leadership; for example, leaders should
understand what criteria that a leader needs in this new era and to be effective. Abeng (1997) indicates that
Muslim leaders are stress on honesty, integrity and fairness. In short, different cultures create different leadership
practices but the core of leadership are similar.

Wong and Davey (2007) recommended leaders to practice servant leadership styles as this is suitable to create an
organization which is more strength-based and meaning-centered. Servant leadership is not mechanical but
humanistic. It is able to create a working environment that is caring and supportive. Overall, the main difference
of servant leadership from other leadership models is that servant leadership concentrates on the humble and
ethical use of power by the servant leader, cultivating a genuine relationship between leaders and followers as
well as creating a supportive and a positive work environment. Spears (2002) points out that many leaders are
starting to practice servant leadership as they believe servant leadership will bring positive long-term impact to
the organization such as quality improvement. Starbucks Coffee Company is one of the companies that practice
servant leadership. Lately, they provide free college education to their employees. Starbucks's CEO, Howard
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Schultz mentions that an organization cannot only focus on profitability; companies need to do more for their
people and the communities they serve. Clearly, Howard Schultz knows the benefits of practicing servant
leadership (Lichtenwalner, 2014).

2.2 Turnover Intention

Turnover can be defined as an individual’s movement from an organization across the membership boundary.
The term “turnover” also can mean quitting or exiting (Perez, 2008). Mobley (1982) stated that turnover is a
scenario where an employee leaves the organization and it is a major phenomenon and persistent problem
(Watrous, Huffman, & Pritchard, 2006) in an organization. It can also be defined as the employee’s termination
of membership in an organization that he/she is serving and receives monetary compensation from the
organization. Nevertheless, turnover intention leads to wasted money (Duffield, Roche, Blay, & Stasa, 2011; R.
B. Harris, Harris, & Harvey, 2008).

Whitmore (1979) proposed a model to show the phenomena of labour turnover. It became a foundation for many
scholars to study employee turnover. In his conceptual model, he shows the relationship between employment
experience and the length of service. He also proposed that an employee may leave his organization if he/she is
experiencing declining job attachment. When the employee reaches the separation threshold, the employee will
leave the organization. However, if the employee has different experiences in the job environment, the
employee’s level of job attachment will increase, which means the employee will have longer lengths of services
in the organization. Mobley, Horner, and Hollingsworth (1978) proposed a model of turnover by showing several
main variables, which include age, tenure, job satisfaction, thinking of quitting, intention to search, intention to
quit, the probability of finding an acceptable alternative, and quit. Mobley et al. identified that job satisfaction
indirectly affects job turnover through affecting the thinking to quit, employees’ intention to search, and intention
to quit.

Mobley, Griffeth, Hand, and Meglino (1979) also presented a complex model for turnover. Indeed, intention to
search and turnover intention have strong relationships with turnover behavior. Additionally, job satisfaction is
still a main criterion that affects turnover intention. Besides, job expectations for the future will also affect the
turnover intention of employees. In this concept, an employee who is unsatisfied with his job may still be
attracted to his current job because of his opinion that the job can lead him to achieve his career goal in the
future. Undeniably, apart from the two main criteria mentioned earlier, the alternatives available for the
employees are also reasons for the employees to have the intention to quit. If the alternatives are able to lead the
employees to a better future, the employees will have the intention to turnover. Organizational variables that are
perceived by the employees, which include supervision, climate, economic-labour market that include vacancy
rate and individual-level occupational and personal variables also affect the three main variables (job satisfaction,
job expectations for the future and alternatives available for the employees) that lead to turnover intention.

2.3 Relationship between Servant Leadership and Turnover Intention

Wong and Davey (2007) stated that servant leaders did focus on employee retention and development. In recent
years, there has been an increasing amount of literature on the impact of servant leadership on employee’s
withdrawal intention. Caffey (2012) focused her research on the retention of new teachers who worked for less
than 5 years. In her study, she used the Servant Leadership Assessment Instrument and Servant Leadership
Relational Assessment to measure her variables and the survey forms were distributed to 123 new teachers. She
identified that school principals that display servant leadership styles incorporating characteristics of
empowerment and humility will lead to higher teacher retention. On the other hand, Elci, Sener, Aksoy, and
Alpkan (2012) conducted a study involving 1093 employees in 70 firms from 9 different industries including
pharmaceuticals, finance, and manufacturing. They found out that having an ethical leader decreases the
employee’s turnover intention. Jaramillo, Grisaffe, Chonko, and Roberts (2009) provide an overview of servant
leadership and sales forces turnover intention. They identified that servant leaders help to create a positive work
climate where salespeople may feel a stronger sense of shared organizational values, leading to a higher
commitment to the organization, and thus reducing their intention to withdraw from the workplace. In their
analysis, they also concluded that the ethical behavior of leaders is another point to create a positive work
climate. In another study, R. B. Harris et al. (2008) found that ethical behavior of leaders gives impact on the
employee’s turnover rate. This research also suggests that even facing job stress, the employee’s turnover
intention will decrease when they have support from leaders. Using 231 employees as their sample, the study
revealed that when supervisors are willing to back up their subordinates, act ethically and empower their
subordinates, the turnover intention of the employees will decrease.

De Cremer (2006) explained the relationship between a leader standing back and empowering and employee
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retention. 103 students from a Dutch university participated in this research. They were involved in a scenario
experiment and a laboratory experiment. Results showed that employees are more willing to stay with leaders
who always serve and empower. Researchers also agreed that followers are more motivated to cooperate in
groups with leaders who are always ready to serve. K. J. Harris, Wheeler, and Kacmar (2009) also studied the
impact of empowerment on employee’s turnover intention. The study showed that empowerment is a useful tool
to decrease employee’s turnover rate. Additionally, knowledge workers are very important to an organization and
it is crucial to retain them. Joo (2010) performed a study on the effect of leaders on the retention of knowledge
employees. Different industries in Korea were involved in this study and an instrument was designed to measure
these variables. Results showed that leaders who are willing to serve, has trust, empathy and empowerment will
positively affect the employee retention. Subsequently, Duffield et al. (2011) analyzed the effect of leadership
characteristics among managers on staff satisfaction and retention. They conducted this study in 21 public
hospitals in Australia. 2488 nurses completed the survey forms where they were required to rate their managers.
The investigation showed that leaders who are willing to have communication with their employees will increase
the employee retention in the workplace.

Also, G. Han and Jekel (2011) investigated the relationship between the leaders and nurses turnover intention in
the nursing field. This research was conducted in a non-profit health care centre in the United States. 400 nurses
from seven different units of the hospital in three locations were involved in this study. This study confirmed that
leaders who recognize employees’ efforts, understand their problems and situations, listen to their suggestions
and help employees when needed will decrease the employee’s turnover rate. Cowden, Cummings, and Profetto

- Mcgrath (2011) has also done a similar research in the nursing field, where they discovered that leaders have
to devote time and energy to serving employees in order to retain staff.

Thus, the hypothesis of this research is as follows:
Servant leadership is positively related to employee’s withdrawal intention.

3. Research Framework

Standing
Back

Servant
Leadership

Withdrawal
Intention

Figure 1. Research framework
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This study intends to study how servant leadership affects employee withdrawal intention. The characteristics of
servant leadership include standing back, empowerment, ethics, humility and listening as in Figure 1.

4. Study Design
4.1 Measure of Servant Leadership

Respondents are asked how they perceive the characteristics of their leader. To measure this concept, researchers
adapted questionnaire from Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011), Dennis and Bocarnea (2005), Reed,
Vidaver-Cohen, and Colwell (2011), Laub (1999), and Rennaker (2008). Respondents are asked to rate each
questions on a 5 point Likert scale (1-5) where 1 means strongly disagree and 5 means strongly agree.
Confirmatory factor analyses resulted are RMSEA= 0.078, CFI= 0.908, Chisq/df = 1.653, which means this
model achieves the level of acceptance for the fitness index.

4.2 Measure of Employee Withdrawal Intention

Respondents are also asked for their withdrawal intention in the organization. This scale content 7 questions
where questions are adapted from Mobley et al. (1978) . 5 point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5. 1 means
strongly disagree and 5 means strongly agree. Result of confirmatory factor analyses are RMSEA= 0.1, GFI=
0.927, CFI= 0.969, Chisq/df= 2.152. All index achieve the level of acceptance.

4.3 Procedure

A survey for this research is conducted in Johor Bahru, Malaysia. There are two ways to distribute questionnaire
which are online questionnaire survey using Google Forms and also hardcopy questionnaire sent by mail and
hand-delivering. In total, 180 invitations to fill up the questionnaires were sent and 109 completed surveys were
returned. The questionnaires are written in three languages specifically in English, Chinese and Malay language.
All of the variables are measured on a scale ranging from 1 to 5, with "1" means ‘strongly disagree’ and "S" is
‘strongly agree’.

5. Result and Discussion

Table 1. Relationship between servant leadership and withdrawal intention

Estimate P

Withdrawal Intention <----  Servant Leadership -0.502 <0.001

Table 1 shows the relationship between servant leadership and withdrawal intention. Our hypothesis is support
by the result. Servant leadership has a significant negative effect on employee withdrawal intention (f=-0.502, p
< 0.001), which means when the leader behaves more to servant leadership style, the employee has less intention
to leave the organization. In other word, servant leadership is able to reduce employee’s job withdrawal intention.
This result is similar with numerous past studies, for example the study done by Jaramillo et al. (2009), where he
concluded that a servant leader can affect the employee’s withdrawal intention. Additionally, servant leaders can
increase the ethical climate in organizations. This is very important for leaders to have long-run-relationships
with their employees. Ethical behavior also builds mutual trust between two parties (Patterson, 2003). Wong and
Davey (2007) also indicate that servant leaders are deeply rooted in ethical values. They also suggested that
listening is an important skill for leaders to know what is needed by their employees and their valuable ideas.

Jobstreet (one of the largest job search websites in Singapore) has done a survey based on 989 respondents,
which indicates that 64% of respondents are likely to change their jobs if they cannot have good relationships
with their leaders even if they are paid with high salary. Appreciation by leaders is important to make employees
feel satisfied in their jobs (Jobstreet, 2015). This result further supports this study where one of the elements in
servant leadership is included standing back. By standing back, leaders are willing to give credit to their
employees. Joo (2010) showed that empowerment to employees lead to better relationships between employees
and leaders.

6. Conclusion

In general, it can be suggested that leaders are influential in reducing the intention of employees to withdraw
from organizations. Through many practices such as establishing ethical practices within the organizations,
leaders can reduce employee’s withdrawal intention. Leaders who demonstrate ethical behavior, decisions, and
actions are able to gain trust from their employees. Apart from that, leaders also need to pay attention to what
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their employees are trying to say. Employees are valuable people that can share ideas with the leaders to benefit
organizations. While the employees are sending out their messages, leader can also learn from them. Servant
leaders should also admit their limitations and be willing to learn from their followers. When their employees
share an important idea or finish an important task, a servant leader does not take credit from the employees.
Furthermore, servant leaders are willing to sacrifice their own needs to fulfil the employees' needs. They also
give authority to employees in making decisions. Training and empowering new leaders is also one of the targets
of servant leaders.

7. Future Research

This study has limitations that can serve as recommendations for further research. Firstly, further research is
needed to investigate the moderator or mediator that exists between leadership styles and employee turnover
intention. Next, respondents from other fields may be included, such as the education field in Malaysia.
Moreover, this research is only based on questionnaires. Respondents may misinterpret some keywords in
questionnaires and lead to inaccuracy of the results. It is better to conduct face to face interviews to allow the
interviewer to clarify the questions. Furthermore, conducting interviews with respondents can offer deeper
insights into what the employees are looking for in their jobs and why they leave organizations.
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