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Do servant-leaders help satisfy follower needs? An
organizational justice perspective
David M. Mayer, Mary Bardes, and Ronald F. Piccolo
University of Central Florida, Orlando, FL, USA

While theoretical work has discussed the link between servant-leadership and
the satisfaction of follower needs, empirical research has yet to examine this
relationship. The present article seeks to ﬁll this void by reporting on a survey
study (n ¼ 187) linking servant-leadership to follower need and job satisfaction
through the mediating mechanism of organizational justice. Drawing on the
multiple needs model of justice, self-determination theory, needs-based
theories of job satisfaction, and the servant-leadership literature, we ﬁnd
support for a theoretical model linking servant-leadership to job satisfaction
with organizational justice and need satisfaction as mediators of this
relationship.
Keywords: Servant-leadership; Organizational justice; Need satisfaction; Job
satisfaction.

In recent years there is a growing interest in ethical styles of leadership
(Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Brown & Treviño, 2006; Northouse, 2001; van
Knippenberg, De Cremer, & van Knippenberg, 2007). One leadership style
that has an ethical component, referred to as servant-leadership, views the
leader as a ‘‘servant’’ to the needs of his or her followers (Grahm, 1991;
Greenleaf, 1970, 1977). Speciﬁcally, Greenleaf (1970) proposed that to be a
servant leader one must, ‘‘ﬁrst make sure that other people’s highest priority
needs are being served’’ (p. 4). Similarly, Matteson and Irving (2006) stated
that, ‘‘servant-leadership is essentially focused on placing the needs of
followers before personal interests’’ (p. 36). Whereas servant-leadership has
commonalities with other models of leader behaviour with ethical
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components, such as transformational leadership (Bass, 1985), the explicit
focus on a leader’s ethical responsibility to be concerned with follower needs
distinguishes it from related types of leadership (see Grahm, 1991, for a
review).
While theory has described servant-leaders in terms of their focus on
follower needs, empirical research has yet to explore whether servant-leaders
do in fact satisfy their followers’ basic needs and ultimately whether this
need satisfaction translates into satisfaction with the job itself (see Barbuto &
Wheeler, 2006, for an exception). The purpose of this research is to ﬁll this
void by empirically examining the relationship between servant-leadership
and need and job satisfaction. In this article, we propose and test a
theoretical model linking servant-leadership to justice perceptions, which in
turn is related to need satisfaction, and ultimately eventuates in job
satisfaction. In justifying our model, we draw on theoretical and empirical
work linking servant-leadership to justice perceptions (e.g., Ehrhart, 2004)
and need satisfaction (e.g., Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Greenleaf, 1970, 1977;
Matteson & Irving, 2006). In addition, we draw on the multiple needs model
of justice (MNM; Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001), and selfdetermination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) in order to link
justice perceptions to need satisfaction. Finally, we utilize needs-based
theories of job satisfaction (Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Herzberg,
Mausner, & Snyderman, 1959) to support the ﬁnal relationship in our
model. Given that need satisfaction (Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004) and job
satisfaction (Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006) have each been associated
with performance on the job, these outcomes of servant-leadership are of
particular interest to organizations. Our theoretical model is depicted in
Figure 1. In what follows, we provide a theoretical rationale for the various
links in our proposed model.

SERVANT-LEADERSHIP AND
ORGANIZATIONAL JUSTICE
Servant-leadership is a form of leadership that includes a speciﬁc focus on
follower (and other stakeholder) needs, with the goal of helping followers
grow, develop, and prosper (Grahm, 1991; Greenleaf, 1970, 1977). While
there is conceptual overlap between servant-leadership and other prominent

Figure 1. Hypothesized theoretical model linking servant-leadership and follower need
satisfaction.
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leadership theories such as transformational, charismatic, and leadermember exchange (LMX), the moral imperative to focus on serving
followers is a fundamental way that servant-leadership diﬀers from related
leadership constructs (see Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Ehrhart, 2004; Grahm,
1991; Matteson & Irving, 2006 for extensive reviews diﬀerentiating servantleadership from other leadership theories). While theoretical work has
discussed the link between servant-leadership and follower need satisfaction,
empirical work has yet to examine this relationship.
In order to highlight the process through which servant-leaders help
satisfy follower needs, we draw on the organizational justice literature
(Greenberg, 1987). In recent years, there has been growing acceptance that
there are four dimensions of organizational justice: distributive justice (i.e.,
the perceived fairness of decision outcomes; Adams, 1965), procedural
justice (the perceived fairness of the procedures used to arrive at outcomes;
Leventhal, 1976; Thibaut & Walker, 1975), and interactional justice (Bies &
Moag, 1986), which consists of interpersonal justice (i.e., treating others with
politeness, impropriety, dignity, and respect) and informational justice (i.e.,
providing adequate and truthful explanations about procedures and
outcomes) (Colquitt, 2001; Greenberg, 1993).
Recently, though, some researchers have suggested that a shift towards
an overall justice construct may be useful. Justice researchers have recently
begun to acknowledge that an individual’s justice perceptions may not be
accurately evaluated when there is a focus on the various dimensions of
justice (Ambrose & Arnaud, 2005). For example, Greenberg (2001)
suggested that when individuals form justice perceptions, they do so with
a ‘‘holistic judgment in which they respond to whatever information is both
available and salient’’ (p. 211). Thus, although focusing on the speciﬁc facets
of justice is necessary for certain research questions, research that uses an
overall justice construct is also needed (Ambrose & Schminke, 2006).
In line with these suggestions regarding the utility of an overall justice
construct, we examine overall organizational justice in the current research.
We do so for a number of reasons. First, because the outcomes of interest
are broad constructs (i.e., need satisfaction and job satisfaction), we sought
to use a justice measure at a similar level of breadth. Second, servant-leaders
are likely to inﬂuence perceptions of all the justice dimensions which should
translate into an overall sense of justice. Third, work by Ambrose and
Schminke (2006) found that a direct overall justice measure is a more
proximal determinant of employee attitudes than an indirect measure that
asks about justice rules associated with each dimension. For these reasons,
we focus on overall organizational justice in this article.
In an eﬀort to link servant-leadership to an overall organizational justice
judgement, we draw on the literature on justice rules. For example, given
that servant-leaders are sensitive to the ‘‘needs and desires’’ of followers
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(Grahm, 1991, p. 117), it is likely that they will treat employees in an
interpersonally sensitive manner thus improving followers’ sense of justice.
Further, servant-leaders’ moral orientation is likely to help them to engage
in ethical behaviours and to reduce bias from decision-making processes.
Further, because servant-leaders provide an opportunity for followers to
voice their concerns, it is likely that justice perceptions will be more
favourable when one has a servant-leader. Finally, because servant-leaders
focus on the growth and development of followers, leaders will make sure
that followers are appropriately rewarded and encouraged thus improving
justice perceptions. In sum, servant-leaders are expected to satisfy many of
the rules used to govern justice perceptions and ultimately followers’ overall
perceptions of justice are expected to be more favourable.
In addition to the theoretical support for the link between servantleadership and the satisfaction of a number of diﬀerent justice rules, there is
some empirical research linking servant-leadership and justice perceptions.
For example, Ehrhart (2004) found a positive relationship between servantleadership and follower procedural justice climate (i.e., justice perceptions
aggregated to the group level). Thus, theoretical and empirical work
supports the link between servant-leadership and organizational justice.
Hypothesis 1: Servant-leadership will be positively related to overall
organizational justice perceptions.

ORGANIZATIONAL JUSTICE AND
NEED SATISFACTION
In the previous section we proposed a link between servant-leadership and
justice perceptions. There is also reason to believe that when individuals
report being treated fairly, they will be more likely to feel like their basic
needs at work have been satisﬁed. A set of theories in the organizational
justice literature, referred to as content models (Cropanzano et al., 2001),
that focus on why justice matters to people provides insight into the link
between justice perceptions and need satisfaction. Two prominent content
models of justice include the self-interest model (Thibaut & Walker, 1975)
and the group-value and relational models (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler &
Lind, 1992). Initially, researchers focused on self-interest or control as the
primary reason for why people care about justice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975).
Following the self-interest/control movement was research on the groupvalue and relational models of justice (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind,
1992), which were less concerned with self-interest or control and more
focused on the relational information expressed by fair treatment. In other
words, the group-value and relational models suggested that fair treatment
matters to people because it indicates that they are a valued member of a
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group. These two sets of theories sought to explain why people care about
justice.
Recently, some scholars have made the observation that the self-interest/
control and relational perspectives on why justice matters to people map
neatly onto certain basic human needs that have been identiﬁed in the
psychological literature (Cropanzano et al., 2001). Speciﬁcally, the multiple
needs model of justice (MNM; Cropanzano et al., 2001) is one model that
posits that justice is an important part of interpersonal relations because of
the positive impact it can have on an individual’s basic human needs
(Cropanzano et al., 2001). More speciﬁcally, the model posits that injustice
can threaten a number of basic human needs (e.g., control, belonging, selfesteem; Cropanzano et al., 2001) and similarly that fair treatment can help
satisfy basic needs. Thus, the MNM proposes that fair treatment leads to
having one’s needs satisﬁed.
De Cremer and Tyler (2005) also focus on the integration of justice and
basic human needs. For example, their self-based model of cooperation
takes a similar approach to the MNM in that fair procedures are expected to
inﬂuence one’s sense of belongingness and certainty about one’s self which
are expected to drive job attitudes (i.e., trust) and behaviours (i.e., OCB).
Further, De Cremer and Tyler highlight that needs and justice are closely
linked, and that justice is critical for the satisfaction of many basic needs. It
should be noted that, while the MNM and De Cremer and Tyler posit that
needs are a consequence of fair treatment, needs can also serve to make
justice more salient. In support of this notion is work by De Cremer and
Blader (2006) demonstrating that the eﬀects of procedural justice are
stronger when one has a high need to belong. This research provides
empirical evidence that justice and needs are linked, and that justice is
particularly important for addressing individuals’ basic needs.
The MNM suggests that people care about justice because it helps to
satisfy their needs. For example, in terms of the need for control, which is
related to the desire to predict events, fair processes help to establish a
foreseeable pattern of events and create order in relationships, which, in
turn, helps to satisfy an individual’s need for control. Also, with respect to
the relational perspective, the MNM suggests that because justice facilitates
the creation of strong interpersonal bonds (Cropanzano & Byrne, 2000) and
encourages cooperation, justice can help to satisfy an individual’s need for
belonging. Furthermore, the MNM suggests that injustice can harm an
individual’s self-regard (i.e., need for self-esteem) (Cropanzano et al., 2001).
Thus, according to the MNM, justice is thought to be an important
antecedent of a variety of basic human needs.
In addition to research on the MNM, the social psychological literature
also examines the role of basic human needs. Arguably the most wellestablished needs-based theory of motivation is self-determination theory
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(SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985). SDT deﬁnes needs as ‘‘innate psychological
nutriments that are essential for ongoing psychological growth, integrity and
well-being’’ (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229). Three needs are central to SDT: (1)
autonomy (i.e., feeling in control of one’s environment), (2) competence (i.e.,
feeling conﬁdent and capable), and (3) relatedness (i.e., feeling connected to
others). The primary hallmark of SDT is that the satisfaction of these needs
is essential for a positive sense of subjective well-being, and an inability to
satisfy these needs can lead to dysfunctional attitudes and behaviour.
Given the recent trend to integrate the literature on basic human needs
and justice, a logical extension of the extant research is to explore whether
SDT provides any insight into why people care about justice. Drawing on
eﬀorts to join basic human needs and organizational justice, the current
study proposes an integration of SDT and organizational justice. As
mentioned earlier, research on the MNM (Cropanzano et al., 2001) suggests
that the motives underlying why justice matters to people neatly map onto
three basic human needs—control, belonging, and positive self-regard. With
this link between content models of justice and basic needs identiﬁed, it does
not take much of an inferential leap to see how the three needs in SDT relate
to justice. Indeed, the basic needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence
identiﬁed by SDT map neatly on to the basic human needs of control,
belonging, and positive self-regard described by the MNM. Thus, it stands
to reason that justice matters to people in part because it has implications
for the satisfaction of their basic needs as deﬁned by SDT. In what follows,
we make predictions regarding the relationships between overall organizational justice and the satisfaction of the three SDT needs (e.g., autonomy,
competence, relatedness).
Autonomy. An individual with his or her autonomy need satisﬁed feels
in control of decisions that aﬀect him or her. One way to help ensure that an
individual has some level of control over important decisions that aﬀect him
or her is to pay attention to how fairly one is treated (Thibaut & Walker,
1975). For example, when an employee receives a reward in line with his or
her eﬀort, it suggests that he or she has some control over his or her
outcomes. Similarly, when an employee is aﬀorded an opportunity to voice
his or her concerns (Thibaut & Walker, 1975) and consistent, ethical
procedures (Leventhal, 1976) are in place to make decisions, organizational
structures increase autonomy.
Competence. An individual who has his or her competence need met
feels good about his or her growth, ability, and achievement. Such
individuals are self-conﬁdent, have a positive self-regard, and have high
self-esteem (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Fair treatment is one factor that may
impact one’s competence needs. For example, when organizational rewards
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are equitably distributed, the likelihood that an individual can be successful
by exerting suﬃcient eﬀort increases. Similarly, ethical decision-making
procedures that are free from bias help ensure that the most qualiﬁed
individuals will be adequately acknowledged. Also, fair interpersonal
treatment and being privy to information from one’s supervisor help to
reinforce the notion that an individual is considered competent by his or her
supervisor.
Relatedness. Individuals with their relatedness needs met often interact
with others, feel close to others, and are treated well by others. Such
individuals feel like they belong in their social world. Relational models of
justice (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992) suggest that fair treatment
is useful in ensuring that one feels like a valued member of his or her social
group. When an individual receives fair treatment, he or she is likely to feel
like others care about him or her on a personal level. Fair treatment that
communicates one’s value to a group can be expressed in a variety of ways.
For example, when an individual is rewarded for his or her eﬀort and
achievement, it suggests that the organization cares about him or her. In
addition, when an individual is given the opportunity to voice his or her
opinions before and after decisions are made, he or she is more likely to feel
that the organization genuinely cares about his or her opinions. Most
directly, when one’s supervisor treats an employee with dignity and respect
in interpersonal interactions and makes sure to provide all appropriate and
relevant information to the employee, it suggests that the employee really
matters to the supervisor. These examples provide a number of ways in
which fair treatment can help satisfy relatedness needs.
Thus, given the aforementioned links between fair treatment and need
satisfaction, we hypothesize that experiencing organizational justice will
help to satisfy one’s basic human needs as deﬁned by SDT.
Hypothesis 2: Overall organizational justice perceptions will be positively related to overall need satisfaction.

NEED SATISFACTION AND JOB SATISFACTION
At the core of a number of prominent theories of job satisfaction is the
notion that the satisfaction of basic needs improves one’s satisfaction with
his or her job. For example, Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory of job
satisfaction suggests that there are two broad categories of factors that
inﬂuence satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) with one’s job. Herzberg et al. posit
that job satisfaction is caused by motivators (e.g., achievement, recognition,
advancement, responsibility), whereas job dissatisfaction is caused by
hygiene factors (e.g., pay, working conditions, peer relations). Of particular
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importance to the theory is the notion that motivation and hygiene factors
inﬂuence job satisfaction because these factors inﬂuence the satisfaction of
basic human needs such as competence, autonomy, and relatedness as
described by SDT.
The job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) also
emphasizes the link between basic human needs and job satisfaction. The
job characteristics model posits that jobs are more intrinsically motivating
for employees when they are high in skill variety (using many skills and
talents), task identity (working on all aspects of a piece of work), task
signiﬁcance (impacting others’ lives), autonomy (performing job duties
freely), and feedback (receiving information about expectations and
performance requirements). These job characteristics are expected to
inﬂuence employee’s fundamental human needs such as autonomy and
competence, which ultimately inﬂuence motivation, and, more germane to
the present research, job satisfaction. In support of the job characteristics
model are meta-analyses linking the core job characteristics to job
satisfaction (Fried & Ferris, 1987; Loher, Noe, Moeller, & Fitzgerald, 1985).
In sum, Herzberg et al.’s (1959) two-factor theory and Hackman and
Oldham’s (1976) job characteristics model both provide support for the
important role of satisfying basic needs as a precursor to job satisfaction.
Hypothesis 3:
satisfaction.

Overall need satisfaction will be positively related to job

Implicit in the ﬁrst three hypotheses, and in our theoretical model, is that
servant-leadership relates to job satisfaction through two mediating
variables—justice perceptions and need satisfaction. Thus, here we explicitly
predict a fully mediated model.
Hypothesis 4: The relationship between servant-leadership and
satisfaction is fully mediated by overall justice perceptions and
satisfaction. Speciﬁcally, servant-leadership is expected to relate
tively to justice perceptions, which in turn positively relates to
satisfaction, and ultimately eventuates in job satisfaction.

need
need
posineed

METHODS
Participants and procedure
A total of 187 business undergraduates at a south-eastern American
university participated in the study. Of the 187 participants, 83% were
currently employed with approximately 2 years of work experience, and the
remaining 17% had been recently employed. In terms of their ethnicity, 63%
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were White, 14% were Hispanic, 8% were Black, 5% were Asian, 3% were
biracial, 4% were international, and 2% marked ‘‘other’’. In addition, the
sample was 56% male and the average age of participants was 24 years old.
Participants seated in a classroom were asked to ﬁll out a survey. They
were asked to think about their current or most recent job and respond to a
survey about their work experiences and attitudes. They provided
assessments of servant-leadership, overall organizational justice, individual
diﬀerences in need satisfaction at work (e.g., autonomy, competence,
relatedness), job satisfaction, and demographics.

Measures
Servant-leadership. Servant-leadership was assessed with a 14-item
measure developed by Ehrhart (2004). Ehrhart conducted an extensive
review of the conceptual literature on servant-leadership and identiﬁed seven
categories of servant-leadership behaviours (e.g., forming relationships with
subordinates, empowering subordinates, helping subordinates grow and
succeed, behaving ethically, having conceptual skills, putting subordinates
ﬁrst, and creating value for those outside the organization). Two items for
each of these seven categories were included for a total of 14 items. Ehrhart
collected convergent and divergent validity data on the measure and a
conﬁrmatory factor analysis revealed it was distinct from other forms of
leadership (i.e., LMX, transformational leadership). Thus, we deemed it
appropriate to use Ehrhart’s measure in this research.
Responses for all items were made on a 5-point scale, ranging from
1 ¼ ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 5 ¼ ‘‘strongly agree.’’ Sample items include, ‘‘My
immediate supervisor makes me feel like I work with him/her, not for him/
her’’ and ‘‘My immediate supervisor works hard at ﬁnding ways to help his/
her employees be the best they can be.’’ The alpha for the scale was .94.
Organizational justice. Overall organizational justice was assessed with a
measure by Ambrose and Schminke (2006). Responses for all items were
made on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 ¼ ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to
5 ¼ ‘‘strongly agree’’. Sample items include, ‘‘Overall, I’m treated fairly by
my organization’’ and ‘‘In general, the treatment I receive around here is
fair.’’ The alpha for the scale was .88.
Need satisfaction. To assess overall need satisfaction, all three needs
speciﬁed by SDT were assessed with Gagné’s (2003) measure of need
satisfaction at work. Responses for all items were made on a 5-point scale,
ranging from 1 ¼ ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 5 ¼ ‘‘strongly agree’’. Autonomy
need satisfaction was assessed with six items and included questions such as,
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‘‘I feel like I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how my job gets done’’ and
‘‘When I am at work, I have to do what I am told’’ (reverse scored). The
alpha for the scale was .71. Competence need satisfaction was assessed with
six items and included questions such as, ‘‘I do not feel very competent when
I am at work’’ (reversed scored) and ‘‘People at work tell me I am good at
what I do.’’ The alpha for the scale was .65. Relatedness need satisfaction was
assessed with eight items and included questions such as, ‘‘People at work
care about me’’ and ‘‘There are not many people at work that I am close to’’
(reverse scored). The alpha for the scale was .85. The alpha for the overall
need satisfaction scale (e.g., including all of the need satisfaction items)
was .87.
We conducted two conﬁrmatory factor analyses (CFA) in LISREL 8.72
(Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993) to assess the dimensionality of the need
satisfaction measure. First, we speciﬁed the 20 need satisfaction items to
load onto a single, latent need satisfaction factor. Results of this model did
not provide an adequate ﬁt to the data, w2 ¼ 541.05, df ¼ 170, p 5 .001,
CFI ¼ .87, RMSEA ¼ .12, SRMR ¼ .09, so we ran a three-factor model in
which the autonomy, competence, and relatedness items were speciﬁed to
load onto their respective factors and we allowed the factors to correlate. A
three-factor model provided an adequate ﬁt, w2 ¼ 447.73, df ¼ 167, p 5 .001,
CFI ¼ .90, RMSEA ¼ .10, SRMR ¼ .09. A change in w2 test indicated that
the three-factor model represented a signiﬁcantly better ﬁt than the onefactor model, w2 diﬀerence ¼ 93.32, df ¼ 3, p 5 .001.
Job satisfaction. We measured job satisfaction using the ﬁve-item
version of Brayﬁeld and Rothe’s (1951) Job Satisfaction Index (JSI).
Employees rated the extent to which they agreed with statements such as, ‘‘I
ﬁnd real enjoyment in my work’’ and ‘‘I am disappointed I ever took this
job’’ (reverse coded). Responses for all items were made on a 5-point scale,
ranging from 1 ¼ ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 5 ¼ ‘‘strongly agree’’. The alpha for
the scale was .89.

Analytic procedures
We used structural equation modelling (SEM) to test our hypotheses. SEM
allows for comparisons between the ﬁt of a theoretical model and alternative
models (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). One limitation of SEM is that it does
not indicate whether a model that ﬁts the data is in fact the ‘‘true’’ model,
because other models may ﬁt the data equally well (MacCullum, Wegener,
Uchino, & Leandre, 1993). We sought to address this limitation by
specifying and testing alternative a priori models (Anderson & Gerbing,
1988). Therefore, we compared the ﬁt of fully mediated and a number of
partially mediated models to determine which model most accurately
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represents the data. However, it should be noted that using model comparisons still does not provide evidence of a ‘‘true’’ model.

RESULTS
Descriptive statistics
The means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and intercorrelations among
the key variables are presented in Table 1.

Measurement model
Before testing the proposed mediated model, we tested to see if the
measurement model had good ﬁt. We tested a measurement model that had
four latent factors (e.g., servant-leadership, overall organizational justice,
overall need satisfaction, and job satisfaction) and 14 indicators (three
parcels for servant-leadership, three parcels for overall organizational
justice, three parcels for overall need satisfaction, and the ﬁve items used to
assess job satisfaction). We allowed the three needs to be correlated when
estimating the model. A minimum of three indicators is needed to identify a
latent concept (Klein, 1998); for job satisfaction, this was not an issue as all
ﬁve scale items were modelled as indicators. For the other latent variables,
however, we followed the recommendations of Schaubroeck, Ganster, and
Fox (1992) to create three parcels among items from the leadership, justice,
and need satisfaction scales. In general, parcels tend to be more reliable than
the individual items and allow for more accurate estimation of latent
variable models than when using the individual items alone.
The 14 items that measured servant-leadership were randomly placed in
three parcels, two consisting of ﬁve items each and one consisting of four
items. The six items that were used to measure overall justice were randomly

TABLE 1
Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and intercorrelations among measures

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Servant-leadership
Overall organizational justice
Overall need satisfaction
Autonomy need satisfaction
Competence need satisfaction
Relatedness need satisfaction
Job satisfaction
n ¼ 187; *p 5 .05.

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

3.21
3.97
3.90
3.57
3.99
4.00
1.40

0.94
0.86
0.55
0.65
0.64
0.75
0.60

(.94)
.51*
.42*
.39*
.30*
.31*
.37*

(.88)
.42*
.41*
.37*
.30*
.44*

(.87)
.76*
.75*
.90*
.67*

(.71)
.50*
.57*
.48*

(.65)
.49*
.65*

6

7

(.85)
.53* (.89)
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placed in three parcels consisting of two items each. The 20 items that
measured need satisfaction were divided into three parcels that consisted of
the scale scores for autonomy, competence, and relatedness need satisfaction. And the ﬁve items measuring job satisfaction were forced to load on
the job satisfaction latent construct. The measurement model had good ﬁt,
w2 ¼ 150.81, df ¼ 71, p 5 .01, CFI ¼ .95, RMSEA ¼ .08, SRMR ¼ .05, and
all of the indicators had statistically signiﬁcant ( p 5 .01) loadings on their
intended constructs. All standardized loadings were greater than .70.

Structural model
After identifying a well-ﬁtting measurement model, we tested the proposed
theoretical model. The theoretically speciﬁed model used for hypothesis
testing is shown in Figure 1. To test for full versus partial mediation, we
followed procedures recommended by MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoﬀman,
West, and Sheets (2002), and James, Muliak, and Brett (2006). Speciﬁcally,
we tested the fully mediated model and six partially mediated models.
Subsequently, we performed w2 diﬀerence tests to identify the best-ﬁtting
model. If two models did not signiﬁcantly diﬀer in terms of their model ﬁt,
the most parsimonious model was chosen.
The results of these model comparisons are provided in Table 2. Table 2
provides the ﬁt statistics for the measurement model, the hypothesized fully
mediated model, and a number of partially mediated models. The results of
TABLE 2
Results of model comparisons
Model
1. Measurement model
2. Fully mediated model (hypothesized)
3. Model includes direct path from
servant-leadership to need satisfaction
4. Model includes direct path from justice
to job satisfaction
5. Model includes direct path from
servant-leadership to job satisfaction
6. Model includes direct paths from
servant-leadership and justice to
job satisfaction
7. Model includes direct paths from
servant-leadership to need satisfaction
and job satisfaction
8. Model includes direct paths from
servant-leadership to justice and
job satisfaction

w2

df

TLI

CFI

RMSEA

SRMR

150.813
158.692
151.519

71
74
73

.94
.64
.94

.95
.95
.95

.08
.08
.08

.05
.06
.05

158.058

73

.93

.95

.08

.06

157.800

73

.93

.95

.08

.06

157.643

72

.93

.95

.08

.06

151.488

72

.94

.95

.08

.05

150.813

71

.94

.95

.08

.05
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Figure 2.

Best-ﬁtting structural equation model.

w2 diﬀerence tests revealed that the best ﬁtting, most parsimonious model
was Model 3 that included a direct path from servant-leadership to need
satisfaction. Thus, while the hypothesized fully mediated model had good
ﬁt, the partially mediated model which included a direct path from servantleadership to need satisfaction provided the best-ﬁtting model. Figure 2
provides that standardized path coeﬃcients for the best model. This ﬁnding
suggests that the relationship between servant-leadership and need satisfaction is only partially mediated by justice perceptions.
To further examine mediation, we calculated the direct and indirect
eﬀects. We ﬁrst examined the direct and indirect eﬀects for justice as a
mediator of the relationship between servant-leadership and need satisfaction. Results demonstrated that the direct eﬀect, b ¼ .25, p 5 .05, and
indirect eﬀect, b ¼ .22, p 5 .05, were both signiﬁcant, thus suggesting partial
mediation. In contrast, in testing need satisfaction as a mediator of the
relationship between justice and job satisfaction, the direct eﬀect was not
signiﬁcant, b ¼ .19, ns, whereas the indirect eﬀect was signiﬁcant, b ¼ .28,
p 5 .05, thus suggesting full mediation.

DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to empirically examine the relationship
between servant-leadership and follower need and job satisfaction by
examining organizational justice as a mediator of these relationships.
Consistent with the proposed theoretical model, the relationship between
servant-leadership and follower job satisfaction was mediated by justice
perceptions and need satisfaction. The results of model comparisons
revealed that the best-ﬁtting, most parsimonious model also included a
direct path from servant-leadership to need satisfaction, suggesting that,
while justice does partially mediate the relationship, there is also a direct
relationship between servant-leadership and follower need satisfaction.
These empirical ﬁndings support theoretical work on servant-leadership
which suggested that leaders play an important role in satisfying follower
needs and ultimately improving job satisfaction. In what follows, we discuss
the theoretical and practical implications of these ﬁndings.
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Theoretical implications
The ﬁndings from this research have implications for the servant-leadership
literature. Speciﬁcally, the results of this study suggest that, as theorized,
servant-leaders are more likely to help followers to have their needs satisﬁed
at work. In addition, support was found for the mediating role of justice
perceptions in this relationship. Thus, one mechanism by which servantleaders are able to help satisfy follower needs is by improving their justice
perceptions. Interestingly, while justice perceptions mediated the relationship between servant-leadership and need satisfaction, there was still a
signiﬁcant, direct relationship between servant-leadership and need satisfaction. This partially mediated relationship suggests that while justice helps
explain the relationship between servant-leadership and need satisfaction,
there are other processes that likely help explain this relationship. For
example, servant-leaders may engender positive emotions from employees
and subsequently they feel more satisﬁed at work. In sum, the ﬁndings from
this research support the direct link from servant-leadership to need
satisfaction, and also highlight that justice perceptions are one underlying
mechanism for this relationship.
In addition to the implications for servant-leadership theory, there are
also implications for the organizational justice literature. This study is to our
knowledge the ﬁrst to empirically examine the central tenets of the multiple
needs model of justice (MNM; Cropanzano et al., 2001) by exploring the
link between justice and need satisfaction, and how need satisfaction
mediates the relationship between justice and job satisfaction. In support of
the MNM, justice perceptions were positively related to the satisfaction of
the basic needs identiﬁed in self-determination theory. While prior research
on justice has generally focused on identity or social exchange processes to
link justice perceptions to outcomes (Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, &
Ng, 2001), the present research suggests that need satisfaction is another
explanatory mechanism for understanding the eﬀects of justice.

Practical implications
There are also a number of practical implications of the present research.
One important implication is that leadership eﬀects are realized through the
fair treatment and the satisfaction of follower needs. Thus, managers should
seek to develop fair reward systems, utilize fair procedures, and treat
employees with appropriate interpersonal treatment. In addition, they also
must be cognizant of the speciﬁc needs of followers and seek to act in ways
to help followers grow and develop.
Given the importance of leadership in fostering the development of
employees, it makes sense to try to select and/or train leaders who are able
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to engender feelings of fair treatment and who are capable of addressing
employee needs. The use of structured interview questions and integrity tests
could be useful in selecting servant-leaders. Further, there is increasing
support that training on organizational justice principles is eﬀective for
managers (Greenberg, 2006; Skarlicki & Latham, 1996).
A ﬁnal practical implication is that given that HR systems are
increasingly interested in utilizing human capital (Delery & Doty, 1996),
fostering servant-leaders could be useful in developing a culture in which
employee development is valued and encouraged. This explicit focus on
employee development could serve an organization thats strategy relies on
its human capital.

Limitations and future directions
The current research is not without limitations. A major limitation of the
present research is that all data were collected from the same source. While it
makes the most sense that the focal individual is the best equipped to rate
their leader, and their own justice perceptions, and need and job satisfaction,
response bias is still a concern. In addition, while there is strong theory
supporting the theoretical model tested in this research, the data were crosssectional and correlational so it is impossible to draw deﬁnitive causal
conclusions from the results. Another limitation of this research is that a
student sample was used. However, the student sample did report on their
current (or most recent) job and over 80% of the participants were currently
working at the time of the study. Future research should address these
limitations by collecting data from multiple sources and employing a
longitudinal design with working adults. In addition, studying the eﬀects of
servant-leadership in the lab is also a fruitful avenue for future research to
better examine issues of causality.
Another drawback of the present research is that job satisfaction was the
only outcome examined. While it made sense to examine job satisfaction
because of the theory linking it to need satisfaction, it would be interesting
in future research to examine additional outcomes of servant-leadership,
justice, and need satisfaction. For example, additional job attitudes such as
organizational commitment as well as performance would be interesting to
examine. In addition, while we focused on broad outcomes of servantleadership, future research should examine leader-referenced outcomes (e.g.,
interactional justice, satisfaction with leader). In a related vein, we focused
largely on the need satisfaction literature to explain the relationship between
servant-leadership and job satisfaction. In expanding the dependent
variables examined, future work should also examine other psychological
processes besides just need satisfaction. For example, social exchange and
social learning processes could also provide an explanatory mechanism by
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which servant-leaders inﬂuence their followers (Brown, Treviño, &
Harrison, 2005). Finally, because SEM cannot provide a ‘‘true’’ model,
future work that examines servant-leadership in lab settings to further
examine causality should prove useful.

CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of the present research was to empirically test a central tenet of
servant-leadership theory—that servant-leaders help to satisfy follower
needs. Results from a structural equation model provide general support for
the study hypotheses, such that the eﬀect of servant-leadership on job
satisfaction was mediated by justice perceptions and need satisfaction.
Hopefully this research spurs scholars to further empirically examine the
eﬀects of servant-leadership in organizations.
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