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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to investigate the role of trust in leaders as a mediator between servant leadership style 
and organizational commitment in the context of market research firms in Malaysia. A total of 177 respondents 
participated in this survey. A correlation analysis was conducted and the result shows that all variables are 
significantly correlated at p < 0.01. In addition, results from the regression analyses indicate that trust in leaders 
serves as a partial mediator between servant leadership and organizational commitment. Servant leadership and 
trust in leaders are crucial to maintain higher organizational commitment among employees. Thus, leaders in 
organization should adopt servant leadership style to gain employees’ trust and subsequently employees are 
more willing to participate and support in organizational activities. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduce the Problem 

The ideology of “Servant leadership” was first initiated by Robert K. Greenleaf in the 1970s in an essay entitled, 
The Servant as Leader. Greenleaf concluded that a successful leader has to be a great servant. He believes that 
this is a crucial trait that leads to the success of a leader. True leadership qualities are developed from those has a 
deep desire to help others. Furthermore, Greenleaf discussed the need for a better approach to leadership which 
is one that puts serving others as number one priority. Servant leadership emphasizes increased service to others, 
a holistic approach to work, promoting a sense of community and the sharing of power in decision making. 
Since then, Greenleaf’s writings on servant leadership have influenced many noted writers, thinkers, and 
leaders. 

In the 21st century, we witness that many businesses and organizations are shifting from a traditional autocratic 
and hierarchical mode of leadership towards servant leadership as a way of being in relationship with others. 
Servant leadership is a model which seeks to involve others in decision-making, is strongly based in ethical and 
caring behavior and enhances the personal growth of workers while at the same time improving the caring and 
quality of organizational life (Spears, 2004). 

According to Banutu-Gomez (2004) servant leaders elicits trust in followers because they respond to crisis by 
owning the problem. Thus, when servant leaders put followers’ needs and interests above those of themselves by 
showing concern and empathy for followers, they accumulate the trust of their followers (Banutu-Gomez, 2004). 
The purpose of this paper is to examine the influence of servant leadership towards trust in leaders. Trust is 
characterized as affect-based trust and cognitive based trust. The aim of this study is to answer to what extend 
does servant leadership influence organizational commitment meditated by affect-based trust and 
cognitive-based trust.  

1.2 Literature Review and Hypotheses 

Servant leadership is defined as a leader’s desire to guide and motivate followers as well as to provide a more 
caring experience through established quality relationship (R. K. Greenleaf & Spears, 2002). Servant leadership 
is more than just a leadership style but is about servant hood. It is described as the leader’s desire to reach out to 
the follower who is in need and to serve them wholeheartedly for the sake of followers. To Greenleaf, servant 
leadership is a leadership concept where the primary function of leadership is to serve others. It is clearly stated 
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in his writing “It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first”. Then a conscious choice 
brings one to aspire to lead. “That person is sharply different from one who is leader first” (R. K. Greenleaf, 
1970, p. 13). Greenleaf critically argues that a successful leader has to be a great servant and leadership is about 
leader that must first and foremost meet the needs of others. Thus, the focus of servant leadership is not upon 
self but rather on others (R. K. Greenleaf & Spears, 2002).  

In organizational context, the word “leader” is always related to people who have authority and managerial 
position of giving instruction order to the followers in the organization (Senge, 1990). However, this role of 
leader is very different to the role of servant leaders whose primary motive is to serve others and to unleash their 
potential of what they are capable of becoming (R. K. Greenleaf & Spears, 2002). The focus of servant leader is 
on the followers instead of organization. Therefore, servant leader highlight the importance of follower’s 
development, holistic needs and autonomy (Graham, 1991). According to Greenleaf, this core value of servant 
leader supports the followers to develop self-determining, wiser, unrestricted and becoming more like a servant 
in themselves (R. K. Greenleaf, 1977, p. 13).  

Servant leadership sees leadership in a different point of view. It is not about recognition, position, prestige or 
status. It is not about how to control the followers, but to bring out the full potential of the followers. It is about 
leaders that will empower their followers by using their position and work alongside with their followers as 
partners to fulfill organizational objectives. In this study of servant leadership, trust is an essential variable and 
servant leaders gain the trust of their followers because they respond to crisis by owning the problem and lead 
with example (Banutu-Gomez, 2004). Subsequently, as when servant leadership elicits greater employees’ trust 
in leaders, it may contribute to improve employees’ commitment to the organization (Aryee, Budhwar, & Chen, 
2002).  

Trust in leaders: Trust is defined as “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party 
based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of 
the ability to monitor or control that other party” (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995, p. 712). Trust is also 
viewed as the level of confidence that one individual has in another’s competence and his or her willingness to 
act in an ethical, fair, and predictable manner (Nyhan & Marlowe, 1977). In addition, trust is a psychological 
stated comprising an intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations about the person’s 
behavior (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998).  

Trust is a multidimensional construct (Cufaude, 1999; Maren, Wicks & Huber, 1999) involving two underlying 
bases which are identified as cognitive trust and affective trust. Cognitive trust and affective trust are the most 
frequent used distinction in the literature of trust (McAllister, 1995). These two structures and types of trust are 
differentiated according whether it is rooted in emotion or rationality. Cognitive trust is when individuals look 
for a rational reason to trust another party, such as ability, responsibility, reliability, dependability, and 
predictability (Mayer et al., 1995). Likewise, the consistency of the other party’s behavior and his or her role of 
fulfillment might provide a basis for cognitive trust. On the other hand, affective trust refers to the trust that is 
based on relationship, emotional investment, interactions, and derives more from personal bonds between both 
parties (McAllister, 1995). Furthermore, affective trust is emphasizing on empathy, rapport, and affiliation on 
the basis of shared regard for another party. 

This study is concerning particularly with trust in leader as we are looking at the leader-followers relationship. 
When followers trust in their leader, it leads to higher commitment to authorities, increased goal commitment, 
higher level of job satisfaction, decreased intention to turnover, and improve performance (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; 
McAllister, 1995; E. M. Whitener, Brodt, Korsgaard & Werner, 1998). Therefore, it is important for followers to 
trust in their leader. Trust in leader is defined as the willingness of a subordinate to be vulnerable to the actions 
of his or her supervisor whose behaviors and actions he or she cannot control and whose responsibility is to 
communicate to them the goals and policies determined by top management (Tan & Tan, 2000). The central idea 
of this trust in leader is built on the character of the leader which is focused on how the followers perceive their 
leader’s characters, such as ability, integrity, dependability, and benevolence in the workplace. According to 
Mayer et al. (1995), all these characters will greatly affect the employees’ trust in leaders (Mayer et al., 1995).  

Apart from the leader’s character, trust in leader is also generated by the leader’s behavior, for instance, leader’s 
communicative and supportive behaviors (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998). In addition, according to Dirks and 
Ferrin (2002) leader’s care and consideration are also the main factors in building the trust in leader. Hence, it is 
obvious that a leader’s behavior is the medium for accessing on perceptions of trust in leaders (Gardner, Avolio, 
Luthans, May & Walumbwa, 2005). In other words, trust in leader is a product of the leader’s behavior. 
Moreover, trust in leader is very important to leadership because it impacts the willingness of follower to accept 



www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 9, No. 1; 2014 

19 

the leader’s influence attempts, helps in the establishment of positive relationships, mutual cooperation and open 
communication between followers and leaders (Zand, 1997).  

In this study of servant leadership, trust is an essential variable and there is a significant relationship exists 
between servant leadership and trust in leader. According to Greenleaf, trust in leader is closely related to 
servant leadership, in his seminal work, he critically argued that leadership is bestowed upon leaders who are 
trusted because of their dependability, as they lead with example, empathize with and fully accept followers and 
most importantly because of their stature as servants (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 24). In servant leadership, servant 
leaders elicit the follower’s trust in leader through the leader’s concern that puts the follower’s interest as 
priorities above those of themselves (Farling, Stone, & Wilston, 1999). Moreover, according to Banutu-Gomez 
(2004) servant leaders elicits trust in followers because they respond to crisis by owning the problem. 
Furthermore, because servant leaders lead by setting example, not just talk the talk but walk the walk, empathize 
with and completely accept their followers, they are able to earn their followers’ trust through this kind of 
servant leader’s behavior (Joseph & Winston, 2005).  

Several previous research studies have empirically demonstrated a positive direct effect of servant leadership on 
trust in leader. The literature reviews that this servant leadership has been particularly considered as strongly 
related with trust (DePree, 1997; Joseph & Winston, 2005; Russell, 2001). According to Russell and Stone’s 
(2002) model of servant leadership, the practice of integrity and the way servant leader concern’s for people are 
essential in building follower’s trust in leader. Hence, this servant leadership model portraits a strong correlation 
between servant leadership and trust in leader. Other than Russell and Stone’s model of servant leadership, the 
linkage between servant leadership and trust in leader was also shown in Joseph and Winston (2005) research 
study of leader in for-profit and not-for profit organizations in America and West Indies. As a result of their 
study, they reported positive correlation between the employees’ perceived level of servant leadership and trust 
in leader based on the empirical evidence from their research. Based on the justification above, we proposed the 
following hypotheses: 

1a. Servant leadership is positively affecting affect-based trust in leader. 

1b. Servant leadership is positively affecting cognitive-based trust in leader. 

Organizational Commitment: During the past decades, academicians have been paying much attention on 
organizational commitment and it has been a subject of many studies (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Mowday, Steers, 
& Porter, 1979). The reason for growing interest in organizational commitment is because various previous 
studies have repeatedly found that organizational commitment is negatively correlated to absenteeism and 
turnover (Steers, 1975). On the other hand, organizational commitment has been found to be positively 
associated with job involvement and job satisfaction (Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian, 1974). Moreover, 
research has also discovered that higher level of organizational commitment leads to higher level of 
organizational effectiveness (Arthur, 1994; E. M. Whitener, 2001). Hence, all these findings have indicated 
organizational commitment as the core factor that determines the positive or negative organizational outcome.  

Porter et al. defined organizational commitment as “a strong belief in and acceptance of organizational goals and 
values; willingness to exert considerable effort on behalf of the organization, and definite desire to maintain 
organizational membership” (Porter et al., 1974, p. 604). Generally speaking, organizational commitment is 
described as the employees’ attachment with their organization and it is very much correlated to the achievement 
of long-term organizational goals. When employees are committed to their organization, they are willing to 
make significant personal contribution, exert additional effort beyond their job description and have a strong 
desire to continue working for the organization (Allen & Meyer, 1990). From a more practical point of view, 
organizational commitment is described as a psychological bond that links an employee to an organization that 
makes it less likely for employee to leave the organization (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990). 

Today, organizations are striving to achieve higher level of organizational commitment among their employees 
because it is one of the essential factors that sustain the growth of the organizations. Employees with strong 
organizational commitment are more compatible, more satisfied and more productive. Furthermore, they will 
work with more commitment and responsibility, thus they reduce the unnecessary cost for the organization 
(Bateman & Strasser, 1984; Suliman, 2002). Besides that, several studies have recognized organizational 
commitment as a significant factor that influences positive organizational behavior, for instance employee 
attendance, retention, and their job performance (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Meyer & Allen, 1997; Randall, 1990).  

1.3 Trust as a Mediator 

According to Zand (1997), when employees trust in their leader, it will increase their relationships, satisfaction 
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of their work, and their commitment to the organization. Furthermore, studies also show that when there is a 
higher level of employees trust in leader, employees are more satisfied with their jobs and have a stronger sense 
of belongingness in their organization (Aryee et al., 2002). In other words, employees who do not trust in their 
leader are less likely to remain loyal to the organization. Hence, trust in leader plays an important role on 
interpersonal relationship, cooperation, and employee’s commitment in social institutions and markets (Lewicki, 
McAllister & Bies, 1998). 

In fact up to today, several previous research studies in various settings indicate that trust in leader has a positive 
influence on organizational commitment (Albrecht & Travaglione, 2003; Lau & Moser, 2008; Nyhan, 1999; 
Sholihin & Pike, 2009). Lau and Moser (2008) stated that there is a strong correlation between trust in leader 
and organizational commitment because how the followers perceive their organization is chiefly based on the 
actions of their leader. Moreover, Albrecht and Travaglione (2003) investigate the relationship between trust in 
leader and organizational commitment using a sample of employees from two public-sector organizations. As a 
result, they found that trust in leader positively affects organizational commitment. Besides that, based on the 
survey of 600 employees in three public organizations, Nyhan (1999) also found that trust in leader is 
significantly associated with organizational commitment. Likewise, Sholihin and Pike (2009) conducted a 
survey to examine the impact of trust in leader on organizational commitment. Using samples of managers from 
private organizations with head offices in Europe and Africa, they have also found that trust in leader is 
positively associated with organizational commitment.  

In line with the findings above, servant leadership has an indirect relationship towards organizational 
commitment and the relationship is mediated by trust in leaders. Therefore the second hypothesis is posited as 
below:  

2a. The relationship between servant leadership and organizational commitment is mediated by affect-based 
trust in leader.  

2b. The relationship between servant leadership and organizational commitment is mediated by cognitive-based 
trust in leader. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model 

 

2. Method 

A mail survey was conducted to collect data from the respondents in various market research firms in Malaysia. 
The sampling strategy followed several stages. Firstly, 30 market research firms in Malaysia were selected 
randomly from the yellow pages and ESOMAR association website. The researchers then contact the targeted 
firms to seek for their approval. After securing the approval, the survey forms were handed over to the human 
resource department of each firm. Respondents are given three weeks to distribute and answer the survey 
questions. At the end of third week, the researchers will collect the survey forms from the respective market 
research firms. A total of 400 survey invitations were sent to potential respondents; 190 completed surveys were 
returned. However, only 177 survey forms were usable because 13 were incomplete, hence rendering them 
unusable for the survey. Therefore, the concluding overall response rate was 44%.  

All items for the constructs were adapted from past studies and measured on a 7-point Likert scale; ranging from 
1 = extremely disagree, 2 = strongly disagree, 3 = disagree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree, 5 = agree, 6 = 
strongly agree and 7 = strongly agree. Table 1 list all the constructs, sources and number of items used. 
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Table 1. Constructs, item and source 

Variable Total Items Source 

Servant Leadership (SL) 14 Ehrhart (2004) 

Trust in Leader – Affective Trust (AT) 5 Yang, Mossholder & Peng (2009) 

Trust in Leader – Cognitive Trust (CT) 5 

Organizational Commitment (OC) 9 Mowday et al. (1979) 

 

3. Results 

A Cronbach coefficient alpha test was conducted on all four factors to test the reliability of all of the item 
variables. This was to determine the internal consistency of the scale used. The values of Cronbach Alpha 
coefficient are depicted below in Table 2. All of the factors were found to have alpha coefficient values of 
greater than 0.7, which is an acceptable level of reliability (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006). A 
closer examination of the mean scores reveals that generally, employees are committed to the organization and 
has high trust in their leaders. The correlations revealed that all variables are correlated at p < 0.01. Servant 
leadership has the strongest correlation towards organizational commitment (r = 0.61, p < 0.01). It is followed 
by cognitive based trust (r = 0.60; p < 0.01) and affective based trust (r = 0.56, p < 0.01). From these results, we 
can conclude that both H1a and H1b are supported. The strength of the relationships is considered strong.  

 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations 

 
Mean (S.D) SL AT CT OC 

SL 
4.63 

(1.03) 
(0.872)    

AT 
4.57 

(1.23) 
.556**  (0.923) 

  

CT 
4.91 

(1.15) 
.601** .708** (0.926) 

 

OC 
4.72 

(1.18) 
.610** .656** .613** (0.948) 

 

In order to examine H2a and H2b which involves a mediator, multiple linear regression analyses were conducted. 
Each hypothesis required three linear regression analyses; (i) dependent variable is regressed on the independent 
variable, (ii) mediator is regressed on the independent variable and. (iii) dependent variable is regressed on both 
the independent variable and the mediator variable. The mediator variable must be significant for the third 
regression and the beta coefficient for the independent variable has to be lowered that the first equation (Baron 
& Kenny, 1986).  

Based on Table 3 below, all regressions are significant and the AdjR2 value is the strongest at the third equation 
where the dependent variable is regressed on both the independent variable and the mediator variable (AdjR2 = 
0.511). This indicates that 51.1% of organizational commitment is explained by servant leadership and affective 
based trust. Both the independent and mediator variables are significant and the predictive power of SL has 
decreased from 0.701 (p < 0.01) for regression 1 to 0.408 (p < 0.01) for regression 3. However SL is still 
significant at regression 3 and this indicates that AT is a partial mediator. Thus, H2a is partially supported. 
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Table 3. Multiple linear regression—AT as mediator 

Regression 1: Dependant variable – OC 

Variable Beta coefficient t-stat F = 103.58** 

R2 = 0.372 

AdjR2 = 0.368 

Constant 1.478** 4.53 

SL 0.701** 10.18 

Regression 2: Dependant variable – AT  

Variable Beta coefficient t-stat F = 78.18** 

R2 = 0.309 

AdjR2 = 0.305 

Constant 1.485** 4.161 

SL 0.666** 8.842 

Regression 3: Dependant variable – OC 

Variable Beta coefficient t-stat F = 93.139** 

R2 = 0.517 

AdjR2 = 0.511 

Constant 0.826** 2.745 

SL 0.408** 5.603 

AT 0.439** 7.233 

**p < 0.01, (N = 177). 

Servant Leadership (SL). 

Affective based Trust (AT). 

Organizational Commitment (OC). 

 

Table 4. Multiple linear regression—CT as mediator 

Regression 1: Dependant variable – OC  

Variable Beta coefficient t-stat F = 103.58** 

R2 = 0.372 

AdjR2 = 0.368 

Constant 1.478** 4.53 

SL 0.701** 10.18 

Regression 2: Dependant variable – AT  

Variable Beta coefficient t-stat F = 99.04** 

R2 = 0.361 

AdjR2 = 0.358 

Constant 1.795** 5.594 

SL 0.674** 9.952 

Regression 3: Dependant variable – OC  

Variable Beta coefficient t-stat F = 76.304** 

R2 = 0.467 

AdjR2 = 0.461 

Constant 0.767* 2.344 

SL 0.434** 5.450 

AT 0.396** 5.583 

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, (N = 177). 

Servant Leadership (SL). 

Cognitive based Trust (CT). 

Organizational Commitment (OC). 

 

Based on table 4 above, all regressions are significant and the AdjR2 value is the strongest at the third equation 
where the dependent variable is regressed on both the independent variable and the mediator variable (AdjR2 = 
0.461). This indicates that 46.1% of organizational commitment is explained by servant leadership and cognitive 
based trust. Both the independent and mediator variables are significant and the predictive power of SL has 
decreased from 0.701 (p < 0.01) for regression 1 to 0.434 (p < 0.01) for regression 3. However SL is still 
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significant at regression 3 and this indicates that CT is a partial mediator. Thus, H2b is partially supported. 

4. Discussion 

Overall, this research provides new finding to the existing literature whereby trust in leaders serves as a partial 
mediator between servant leadership and organizational commitment.  

The result of this study suggests that managers should practice servant leadership. Servant leadership holds an 
important key to raise trust in leader and organizational commitment among employees. This finding shows that 
employees have higher trust in leader and higher organizational commitment level when their leader practices 
servant leadership style of management. This is because the behaviors of servant leadership can be useful 
particularly for leaders to break down the walls between leader and followers by conveying support for the 
follower’s well-being. Therefore, managers should increase service to others, showing concern and empathy for 
followers and promoting a sense of community to improve the trust in leader and organizational commitment 
level in their companies.  

This study also implies that managers should not just focus on the conventional top-down form of leadership 
and hierarchical pyramid. Instead, leaders must assume leadership as a collective way where servant leadership 
emphasizes a strong involvement between leader and follower and seeking consensus of everyone. By doing so, 
it creates a positive impact on the employees and it was shown that servant leadership able to enhance the trust 
in leader and organizational commitment among employees in this study. Additionally, human resources have 
become one of the important elements to gain competitive advantage in this 21st century. Therefore, in order to 
stay as a strong organization in this competitive business world, leaders and managers should develop servant 
leadership style to raise higher organizational commitment among employees for companies to sustain its human 
resources capabilities. 
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