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Abstract

The purpose of the study was to examine the possible relationship between perceived
servant leadership, and turnover intention and investigate the mediating role of
affective commitment, among academic staff of Mekelle University. The current study
is a relational survey design. Data were collected from 102 faculty members, selected
through a stratified simple random sampling technique. Three standardized scales
were adapted from Laub’s (1999) Organizational Leadership assessment scale, Allen
& Meyer’s (1990) Affective Commitment scale, and Harrington, Bean, Pintello, &
Mathews’ (2001) Turnover intention scales, to collect relevant data. The collected data
were analyzed using a Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 24. A
simple correlation was conducted to examine the possible relationship between servant
leadership and turnover intention, and mediation analysis was used, to examine the
role of affective commitment in the relationship between them. It was found that
servant leadership is inversely related to turnover intention, and it indirectly influences
turnover intention through the mediating role of affective commitment. This indicates
that the greater the tendency for staff to report that their university leadership is
primarily servants, and they feel emotionally attached to it, the less likely they intended
to leave the university. Implications of the findings in terms of enhancing the affective
commitment and reducing the turnover intention of Mekelle University s academic staff
are discussed.
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Earlier understandings of leadership were mostly about a power-over people paradigm
(Farnsworth, 2007) and they are characterized by a unidirectional influence (Kiipers,
2007; Ozyilmaz & Cicek, 2015). Such practices have been used in organizational
settings for centuries (Laub, 1999; Weber, 1964). However, such understanding and
practices are no longer appropriate (Bray, 1994) and adequate for motivating today’s
people to follow (Laub, 1999; Page & Wong, 2000). This is because; both internal
and external contexts require modification of conventional concepts of leadership and
followership (Kiipers, 2007).

There is, therefore, a call for a new leadership thinking and vision of organizations
(Laub, 1999). Considering this, in the context of higher educational institutions
(HEISs), literature in the area suggests that alternative leadership styles such as team
leadership, servant leadership, transformative leadership, and inclusive leadership are
replacing the traditionally held definitions of leadership and provide new and different,
and possibly superior ways to understand leadership (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006).
That is, to effectively realize their objectives, HEIs need to attract and retain adequate
academic staff suitably qualified and motivated to work (Selesho & Naile, 2014). Yet,
to attract and keep top talent staff, the old ways of leading will not get them there.
Thus, they need to practice different and better leadership approaches that emphasize
on the people and in the future are required (Aytaged, 2014, Bishaw & Melesse, 2017,
McGee-Cooper & Looper, 2001; Wheeler, 2012).

In this regard, though there is no single way to lead (Dean, 2014), scholars such as Bass
(2000), Farnsworth (2007), Powell and Clark (2012), and Wheeler (2012) argue that
servant leadership (SL) is one of the most appropriate leadership approaches to HEISs.
Servant leadership, a leadership approach that assumes that organizational goals will
be accomplished more effectively, by a better-served employee (Hannigan, 2008), is
rapidly gaining credibility and support not only by leadership theorists and practitioners
(Anderson, 2005; Brubaker, Bocamea, Patterson, & Winston, 2016; Van Dierendonck,
2011) but also within the circles of organizational advisors and company leaders (Ykul,
2010). This is because of its attributes of empowering others and recognizing that one
person does not have all the answers (Jane McKenzie & Swords, 2000). Besides, its
strong human orientation and low power distance (Dierendonck, 2011), its sensitivity
to staffs’ emotions and differing views, and its compatibility with other theories are just
a few examples that justify its relevance to HEIs in general, and the context of the study
area, in particular (Aytaged, 2014).

Cultivating and empirically investigating the qualities of servant leadership in HEIs
is, therefore, imperative (Crippen, 2005; Jacobs, 2011; Salameh, Al-Wyzinany, &
Al-Omari, 2012). In this case, as Jacobsen and Bagh Andersen (2015) stated even if
leadership is typically defined as actions taken by leaders, leadership action is difficult
to observe and workers’ motivation and commitment are only affected by leadership
if they notice it. That is, employee-perceived leadership is expected to have a stronger
correlation with organizational performance than leader-intended leadership. Thus,
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leadership is typically measured by asking employees, leaders, and/or other actors about
their perceptions (Jacobsen & Bagh Andersen, 2015). In this study, the organizational
leadership practice of Mekelle University is, therefore, measured by asking the
perceptions of its academic staff.

Besides investigating the perceived level of SL, it is helpful to know the extent to
which the perceived level of SL is related to other organizational constructs (Rubino,
2012). This study has, therefore, selected two variables, affective commitment, and
turnover intention, to scrutinize if they are related to the level of perceived SL. These
variables- AC and TI- were selected for various reasons. For one thing, it is because the
quality (Yirdaw, 2016), long-term survival (Ambali, Suleiman, Bakar, Hashim, &Tariq,
2011) and effectiveness of educational organizations largely depend on the commitment
(Abebe & Markos, 2016; Rimes, 2011; Schein, 2004), and the retention of the academic
staff (MOE, 2015; Selesho & Naile, 2014). For the other thing, it is because they are
among the prevailing major problems, in the context of the study area (Anteneh, 2016;
Ejigu, 2014; Mulatu, 2019; Mulu, 2014). Moreover, it is because previous studies
suggest that these variables are directly or indirectly related to leadership practices
(Caftey, 2012; Dierendonck, 2011; El¢i, Sener, Aksoy, & Alpkan, 2012).

Taking all the above points into considerations, this study aims to empirically examine
the level of perceived servant leadership practice and its possible relationship with
affective commitment and turnover intention, among academic staff of Mekelle
University.

Statement of the Problem

Eventhough various studies suggestthatleadership is one of the key factors that determine
workers’ decision to leave or stay in an organization (Hajjaj, 2014; Waldman, Carter,
& Hom, 2015) and Ethiopian HEIs are characterized by an extensive academic staff
turnover (Mulu, 2014; Teferra & Altbach, 2004; Tesfaye, 2011), and criticized for their
poor (Anteneh, 2016), non-collegial, and disrespectful leadership practices (Fentahun,
2018; Gedifew & Bitew, 2017), however, local studies that scrutinize their possible
relationship are scanty. A brief review on the area has revealed that only two studies,
by Tesfaye (2004) and Chala (2016), have been conducted on the possible relationship
between leadership practice and workers’ turnover. Of course, other studies dealt with
either the possible relationship between leadership and organizational commitment
(e.g. Tadesse, 2014, Araya, 2019)) or on the possible relationship between turnover
intention and organizational commitment (Disassa, 2014; Ejigu, 2014; Kassaw &
Golga,2019).

Despite making important contributions, all except one, Chala’s (2016) work, of
the above local research works has particularly brought these variables - leadership,
organizational commitment, and turnover intention- together and examined their
possible relationship. Besides, none of the above local researches has examined
leadership practice from the perspective of the servant leadership approach. Moreover,

56 Effect of Life skills Training on New Entrant Female students...



Ethiopian Journal of Behavioral Studies, 2021, 4(1), 54- 73

only a few (Disassa, 2014; Ejigu, 2014; Kassaw & Golga, 2019; Tesfaye, 2004), were
conducted in the context of Ethiopian HEIs. These are some of the issues that make
this study unique.

Coming to the role of affective commitment, although several studies in various area
suggest that affective commitment could play a mediating role in the relationship
between leadership and turnover intention (Gul, Ahmad, Rehman, Shabir, & Razzaq,
2012; Jang & Kandampully, 2018; Michael Asiedu, Olivia, Mohammed-Aminu, &
Christopher Adjei, 2016; SamGnanakkan, 2010), local studies that scrutinize its role,
particularly in the context of Ethiopian higher educational setting, is rare.

Taking the above points into consideration, this study was designed to address the
following basic research questions.

1. What is the relationship between perceived servant leadership (SL) and turnover
intention (TT), among academic staff of Mekelle University?

2. Does affective commitment significantly mediate the relationship between
servant leadership and turnover intention?

Operational Definitions
The following are the most important concepts to be defined in this research:-

Servant Leadership refers to a collegial organizational leadership practice that
focuses on the personal and professional development of the staff, to achieve long-term
organizational goals.

Affective Commitment refers to the level of faculties’ emotional bond with their
university; including beliefs, willingness, and desire regarding organizational goal
achievements.

Turnover intention: refers to the degree of faculty’s intention to voluntarily leave
Mekelle University shortly

Conceptual Framework

After conceptualizing previous studies, the following conceptual framework was
developed to guide the present study. It was hypothesized that servant leadership (SL)
is a predictor variable and turnover intentions (TI) is an outcome variable. Because of
its theoretical and empirical grounding in the employee turnover literature, affective
organizational commitment, which was simply referred to as affective commitment,
was a presumed mediating variable between SL and TI.

To examine the mediating roles of AC in the relationship between SL and TI, the
procedures suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986) were followed. According to
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Baron and Kenny, a variable functions as a mediator when it meets the following four
conditions:

1. The Predictor variable is significantly related to the outcome variable in
the absence of the mediator

2. The Predictor variable is significantly related to the mediator;

The mediator variable is significantly related to the outcome variables and

4. The effect of the Predictor variable on the outcome variable becomes
statistically not significant upon the addition of the mediator in the

equation.
Affective commitment |
a=0. 195%h=-376%* I
Servant leadarship (5L) Turnaver Intention |

(O8]

Figure I:- A Proposed Conceptual Model Linking Variables in the Study
Significance of the Study

The findings of this study are hoped to have both theoretical and practical significance in
the area of servant leadership and its correlates. The outcome of the study is expected to
t contribute a lot to the field of leadership in higher education. In particular, it could help
the leadership of Mekelle University who desire to understand the perceived leadership
practice of their organization and its role in the turnover intention of the academic staff.
Moreover, the findings of the study could open ways for future research in a related or
similar area.

Scope of the Study

For its manageability, this study was delimited in terms of the research setting, variables
of interest, and research participants. In terms of setting, it was delimited only to
Mekelle University. In terms of variables, the study was mainly delimited to examine
the level and possible relationship among perceived servant leadership, self-reported
affective commitment, and turnover intention. In terms of research participants, the
study was delimited to full-time academic staff members of Mekelle University,
excluding expatriates and part-timers. These groups were included because they might
not be concerned about some of the variables considered in the study.

58 Effect of Life skills Training on New Entrant Female students...



Ethiopian Journal of Behavioral Studies, 2021, 4(1), 54- 73
Methods

Research Design

The current study was a relational survey design. It was a correlation survey because it
examined the possible relationship among the study variables- servant leadership, self-
reported affective commitment, and turnover intention. In this regard, Creswell (2012)
denotes that correlational research design is used to describe and measure the degree
of association (relationship) among two or more variables or sets of scores and making
predictions about the strength or weaknesses of their relationship.

Study Site

Mekele University is located in northern Ethiopia, at a distance of 787-kilometers
from the capital city, Addis Ababa. The university was established in May 2000 by the
Ethiopian government (Council of Ministers, regulation No. 61/1999 of article 3) as
autonomous HEI having its legal personality (Mehari, 2016).

Sample and Sampling Technique

The main data source for this study was primary. Academic staff selected from full-
time academic staff members of Mekelle University were used as data sources. The
total population consists of 1423 local academic staff (1261 males and 191 females).

First, of the existing seven Colleges and eight Institutes, five (College of languages and
social sciences, Law and Governance, College of Business and Economics, Natural &
computational science, and Agriculture) were selected through a lottery method. The
sample size was determined based on the suggestion of Barlett, Kotrlik, and Higgins
(2001), developed based on using Cochran’s (1977) formulas. According to Barlett et
al. (2001), it needs to take a minimum of 110 samples to represent a population size of
1500. Hence, a sample size of 121 participants is believed to be representative of the
total 1423 local academic staff.

Finally, a proportional sampling procedure was used to select a total of 123 participants
from the sampled colleges/ institutes, and both sexes. However, Cohen in Belay and
Abdinasir (2015) recommends that if respondents’ response rate of return is a threat,
researchers can use an oversampling method. Thus, suspecting a low response rate of
return as a potential threat, 10% of the first sample size (110) was calculated and added,
which provided a sample size of 11. Thus, the final sample size of this study was 121.
Of these, 102 (84%) correctly filled and returned the questionnaire. Thus, the final
analysis was made based on these responses.

Data Gathering Tools

In this study, three standardized scales were employed to gather the required data. All
the quantitative data scales were adapted from the sources, to measure the three study
variables; SL, AC, and TI. All the items of the scales request participants to complete a
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five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Organizational Leadership Assessment (OLA), a tool developed by Laub (1999), was
used to measure the level of perceived SL. The OLA model was the first research-based
servant leadership approach. Laub (1999) reported that the reliability score for the OLA
instrument, using the Cronbach-alpha coefficient, was 0.98. It has been also replicated
repeatedly and continually that this tool produces statistically valid and reliable data
(Karn, 2014). As a result, it has been the predominant instrument for measuring servant
leadership at the organizational level (Matteson & Irving, 2005).

Affective commitment measure: The AC scale developed by Allen and Meyer (1990),
and which contains eight items, was used to measure the level of self-reported AC
of participants. This measure has become the dominant tool to assess workplace
commitment across various settings (Jaros, 2007). The original Cronbach’s alpha for
these items was 0 .85.

Turnover intention (TT) measure: A 5-item measure which was originally developed
by Harrington, Bean, Pintello, and Mathews (2001) was employed to assess the TI of
participants. The responses were given on a five-point Likert-type scale on which 1
= strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree. The
mean response to the five statements was used as the intention to leave. Higher scores
indicated a higher level of intention to leave. Scores of the five items were averaged
to provide a single score of TI. Several studies have used these statements to examine
whether respondents are likely to leave their organization, and the results of earlier
studies have supported the high reliability and validity of these statements as a proxy
for intention to leave (Harrington et al., 2001). The original Cronbach’s alpha for these
items was .89, indicating a high degree of internal reliability (Kim, Solomon, & Jang,
2012).

Instrument Validation

Content validity of the scales was examined by a group of panelists consisting of five
members. All of the panelists have either researched the area or engaged in teaching
various leadership courses, in universities. The panelists were given the questionnaire,
together with the operational definition of the constructs, and open-ended spaces to
give comments about the items. The panelists were requested to rate each item based on
three options “not clear (1), clear (2), very clear (3)” respectively. After the raters filled
and returned the questionnaire, inter-rater agreement was computed using the content
validity ratio, CVR= (N_- N/2)/ (N/2) (Lawshe, 1975). Then, the content validity index
(CVI) was found to be 0.78 and according to Lawshe (1975), this is a good index.
Besides, the internal reliability of the three scales, OLA, AC and TI, was checked
through Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and the results are presented as follows.
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Table 1: Cronbach Alpha Coefficients of the data collecting Instruments

Constructs Value
NO' of Alpha value
.. . 1tems
Organizational Leadership 33 90
Assessment ’
Affective Commitment 6 82
Turnover Intention 5 .76

According to Pallant (2010), a Cronbach alpha coefficient of > 0.70 reliability is
acceptable for an instrument. As Table I shows, the Cronbach alpha coefficients of the
scales were above the acceptable value.

Procedures of Data Collection

Once the adaptation and contextualization of the questionnaire was completed and the
study was conducted, the next step was collecting the data. First, contact was made
with the pertinent bodies of Mekelle University. Then, they were informed about
the objectives of the research and its participants. Once permission was secured, the
questionnaires were distributed by the researcher and research assistants. The data were
collected by going to the participants’ office. Participants were requested to fill out
the surveys and return them within the following three consecutive days. To make
them comfortable in filling the survey, a cover letter was attached explaining that their
participation was voluntary and that individual response and personal information
would remain confidential and be used only for research purposes. To maximize the
rate of return, a reminder was used by contacting those who were late to return the
questionnaire. Once the questionnaires were collected, they were screened whether
they are properly completed or not.

Data Analysis

The data gathered from the research participants were fed into SPSS version 24 and
analyzedusingmultipleregressions. Toexamine the possiblerelationshipbetweenservant
leadership and turnover intention, a simple (zero-order) correlation was conducted.
Besides, to examine if AC mediates the relationship between servant leadership and
turnover intention, mediation analysis was employed through Hierarchical Multiple
Regression. Here, before conducting all the tests, all the assumptions in conducting the
multiple regressions (the assumption of normality of residuals, homoscedasticity and,
the linearity of the residuals) were checked.

Ethical Considerations

Before the beginning of data collection, permission was obtained from the university
and verbal consent was secured from the participants of the study. Participants were
assured that the information they would provide would be kept confidential and be
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used only for academic purposes. Besides; they were informed that they had the right
to participate or refuse in the study and all the records of this study would be kept
confidential.

Results and Discussion

Demographic Characteristics of the Participants

Concerning the sex of participants, 86 (84.3%) of them are males and the remaining
16 (15.7%) are females. As far as their educational status is concerned, the majority 67
(65.7%) of them are MA/MSC holders and the other 27 (26.5 %) are BA holders and
only 8 (7.8%) of the participants are Ph.D. holders. Concerning the age and experience/
tenure of the participants, the average experience of the academic staff was found to be
4.27 years. This suggests that most of the academic staff do not seem to be experienced
enough. The fact that the number of experienced staff was small implies some may not
be attracted to this institution for various reasons or might have left it and joined others
(Mulatu, 2019).

Levels of Servant Leadership, Affective Commitment and Turnover Intention
To determine the extent to which servant leadership behavior was being manifested in
the study area and determine the level of self-reported AC and TI, mean and standard.

deviation was calculated. The results are presented in the table below.

Table 2: Mean and Standard Deviation of servant leadership, affective commitment &
turnover intention

Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum Maximum Mean Sj[d'.
Deviation

Servant 102 1.74 439 2.9324 53427
leadership
Affective 102 1.00 5.00 3.235 83377

commitment

Turnover 102 1.00 5.00 3.1627 80135
intention

As shown in Table 2, the average mean score of perceived SL was found to be 2.93,
which was below the mean score of SL (3). According to Laub (2003), the score of
4.0 indicates the level of ‘Agreement’ and it is the breakpoint score for identifying an
organization as a Servant Organization” (Laub, 2003. P.4). As such, those organizations

that have an overall score of > 4.0 will be considered servant organizations (Hannigan,
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2008). Thus, the respondents inthis study tend to feel that Mekele University was not a

servant-oriented organization.

Table 2 also shows that the level of self-reported staff” turnover intention (TI)
(Mean=3.16, and Std. deviation=.80) was found higher than the mean of the TI scale
(Mean: 3.00), which indicates that the academic staff had a slightly higher level of TIL.
This result is somewhat consistent with the findings of previous studies (Mulu, 2014;

Teferra & Altbach, 2004; Tesfaye, 2011), and has also concluded that Ethiopian HEIs
are characterized by extensive academic staff turnover.

Relationship between Servant Leadership, Affective Commitment, and Turnover

Intention

To examine the possible relationship between servant leadership, affective commitment,
and turnover intention, a simple correlation was conducted. AThe result is presented in
the following table.

Table 3: Correlations among Servant Leadership, Affective Commitment, and
Turnover Intention

Correlations
1 2 3
1 | Servant Leadership -
Affective Commitment 1957 -
3 | Turnover intention -214" -404™ -
* p < .05 level (2-tailed).
** p < .01 level (2-tailed).

As shown in Table 3, a significant positive correlation was found between perceived
Servant Leadership (SL) and affective commitment (AC), r =+.195, p, .05, two-tailed.

But, SL was found negatively related to Turnover intention (TI), (r =-0.214, p < .05,
two-tailed). Besides, an inverse relationship was found between AC and TI, r = -.404,
p < .01, two-tailed. This result is consistent with findings of previous studies (Caffey,
2012; Hajjaj, 2014; Kanwar et al., 2012; Kashyap & Rangnekar, 2016; Ng et al., 2016;
Tarigan & Ariani, 2015) which made a similar conclusion that intention to leave is
inversely related with both SL and AC.

Affective Commitment Mediating the Relationship between Servant Leadership and
Turnover Intention

To examine if affective commitment (AC) mediates the relationship between servant
leadership (SL) and turnover intention (TT), simple and multiple regressions were run.
First, simple regression between one predictor (SL) and the outcome variable (TT) was
run. And then, after the second predictor Affective Commitment was added, to the
simple regression between one predictor (SL) and one outcome variable (TI), multiple
regressions were run between two predictors and the outcome variable. Then, the

results are displayed in the table below.
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The first model in the above table (iii) used servant leadership (SL) as the sole predictor,
while the second model was added an affective commitment, as a predictor variable. Here
we can see that when the AC was added to SL, which was significant when used alone to
predict turnover intention (TI). SL becomes no longer statistically significant (t=-1.523, p
=.131). In this regard, Baron and Kenny’s (1986) four conditions are met. i.e.

a. The IV (SL) is significantly related to the DV (TI) in the absence of the
mediator, the value of the beta coefficient was= -0. 214%)
b. The IV is significantly related to the mediator (SL was significantly related
with AC, the value of the beta coefficient was= 0. 195%)
c. The mediator variable AC is significantly related to the outcome variables
(TT), the value of beta coefficient was=-.376*
The effect of the IV (SL), on the DV (TI), becomes statistically not significant upon
the addition of the mediator, affective Commitment, in the equation (the addition of
AC on the equation SL-TI, the beta coefficient was reduced from a significant value
(-.214*) into a non-significant value (-.141).

Accordingly, affective commitment was a partial mediator between perceived Servant
leadership (SL) and staff turnover intention (TT) in the context of the current study. That is,
, when the faculty feels that the academic leadership in their university is engaged actively
in SL practices, they may feel obligated to reciprocate that treatment. One way to do so
is to be committed to the organization, which can lead to lower turnover. In this regard,
the social exchange theory states that the give-and-take between two parties is vital; the
beneficial acts of an individual or an organization toward another create obligations that
must be reciprocated, by that person (Blau, 1964). The result of this study is similar to past
studies conducted on the relationship between leadership and turnover intention, in various
settings. For instance, Alkhateri, Abuelhassan, Khalifa, Nusari, and Ameen (2018) found
that AC mediates the relationship between turnover intention and perceived supervisor
support, among teachers, in the United Arab Emirates. Similarly, Jang and Kandampully
(2018) and Gul et al. (2012) found the same results in the contexts of frontline restaurant
employees and an insurance industry respectively. Overall, the results showed that SL had
a direct influence on AC, but it was related only indirectly to TI through AC. The details are
presented diagrammatically in the following figure-

Affective commitment

=0 195%h=-376%*
Servant leadership (5L) | Turnover Intention

|

C (C)=0-214%(-.141)
Figure 2 Standard Regression Coefficients for the Relationship between Servant

Leadership and Turnover Intention as Mediated by Affective Commitment
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NB. The standardized regression coefficient between SL and TI, controlling for

ACis P<0.05.

As can be seen from the above figure, the regression weight between one predictor
(SL) and one DV (TI) was significant, and the beta value (Path C) = -.214*. But, after
affective commitment (the second predictor) was added into the equation, and multiple
regression was run using two predictors (SL &AC) and one outcome variable (TT), the
previously significant beta (-.214*) was reduced into non-significant beta (-.141). In
this case, the pathway that leads from the IV (servant leadership) to the DV (turnover
intention) without passing through M (the mediating variable) is called the direct effect
of the IV on DV. The second pathway that leads from the IV (servant leadership) to
DV (turnover intention) is the indirect effect of servant leadership on turnover intention

through affective commitment (Hayes, 2018).

Conclusion and Recommendations

Conclusion

From the analysis and discussions made above, it can be concluded that perceived
servant leadership is inversely related to turnover intention in the context of the
academic staff of Mekelle University. This indicates that the greater the tendency for
staff to report that their university leadership is primarily servant, the less likely they
intended to leave it. Besides, affective commitment was demonstrated to partially
mediate the relationship between perceived servant leadership and turnover intentions.
That is, perceived servant leadership indirectly influences turnover intentions through
the mediating role of affective commitment, in the context of the study area. In short,
it can be concluded that the greater the tendency for staff to report that their university
leadership is primarily servant, and they feel emotionally attached to the university, the
less likely they intended to leave it.

Recommendations

Based on the findings, the study forwarded the following recommendations:

To reduce turnover intention and turnover of the academic staff, the leadership of
Mekelle University, together with other bodies concerned, should endeavor to create
situations whereby the faculty would feel that the university’s leadership is engaged

actively in servant, not self-serving, leadership practices.

Besides, to retain its academic staff and successfully realize its objectives, Mekelle
University, together with other bodies concerned, should make sure that its organizational

leadership practice strengthens the emotional bond between the staff and the university.
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This could be assured, for instance, through fully involving the academic staff in

decision-making and communicating regularly.
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