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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to design and conceptualize a context-specific servant
leadership model in higher education with a focus on developing employee and faculty
competencies.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed thematic analysis. Data were collected
through 15 semi-structured interviews with higher education experts and university
administrators. Participants were selected using purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data analysis followed an iterative process of open, axial, and
selective coding, leading to the identification of key themes and categories. Trustworthiness
was ensured through member checking, peer review, and detailed audit trails.

Findings: The findings indicated that servant leadership in higher education is a
multidimensional construct comprising seven core behavioral dimensions (service
orientation, empowerment, staff development, ethics and integrity, learning community,
awareness and empathy, and motivational support), which significantly contribute to the
development of four categories of competencies (knowledge-based, skill-based,
attitudinal/personality, and social/interactive). The relationships among these dimensions
suggest a causal and process-oriented mechanism mediated by supportive and learning-
centered organizational environments.

Conclusion: The proposed model provides a contextually grounded and practical
framework for enhancing leadership effectiveness in higher education and can inform
leadership development programs, competency enhancement initiatives, and organizational

performance improvement strategies.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Higher education systems worldwide are undergoing profound structural, technological, and cultural transformations that have redefined their
missions, governance models, and performance expectations. The expansion of knowledge-based economies, the intensification of global
academic competition, and the growing demand for accountability and quality assurance have placed universities under increasing pressure to
enhance organizational effectiveness and human capital development (Mense et al., 2018). In this evolving landscape, leadership is no longer
confined to administrative coordination but has become a strategic function that directly influences institutional resilience, innovation, and
performance (Northouse, 2025). Universities, as learning organizations, depend heavily on the continuous development of their human

resources, making leadership approaches that foster growth, collaboration, and adaptability essential (Bush, 2020).

One of the central challenges in higher education is improving employee and faculty performance in complex and resource-constrained
environments. Competency-based approaches have gained prominence as a means of enhancing organizational performance, emphasizing the
integration of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and professional behaviors required for effective job performance (Boyatzis, 2008). Research
indicates that competency development is closely linked to organizational effectiveness and sustainable performance improvement (Rafique,
2024). Moreover, incorporating employee perspectives into competency development processes has been shown to increase engagement and

effectiveness in human resource management systems (Graham & Tarbell, 2006).

However, the development and application of competencies are significantly influenced by leadership styles. Traditional hierarchical leadership
models often fail to address the dynamic and collaborative nature of modern academic environments, whereas contemporary leadership
approaches emphasize empowerment, participation, and cthical engagement (Gregory Stone et al., 2004). Among these, servant leadership
has emerged as a prominent paradigm that prioritizes the growth and well-being of followers while achieving organizational objectives. Originally
conceptualized by Greenleaf, servant leadership is grounded in the principle that leaders serve first and lead second, focusing on the development
of individuals and communities (Greenleaf, 2013). This approach is characterized by empathy, ethical behavior, empowerment, and a
commitment to fostering a supportive organizational climate (Sendjaya et al., 2008).

In higher education contexts, servant leadership has been associated with improved work relationships, psychological safety, and organizational
commitment (Kyambade et al., 2024). It also contributes to career development and employee growth by creating environments that
encourage learning and collaboration (Agusta & Azmy, 2023). Empirical studies have demonstrated that servant leadership positively influences
job satisfaction, organizational culture, and performance outcomes (Kharrazi et al., 2013; Liden et al., 2014). Furthermore, the ethical and
value-based orientation of servant leadership aligns with the normative expectations of academic institutions, where trust, integrity, and shared

governance are critical (Van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2015).

Despite its growing relevance, much of the existing research on servant leadership has been conducted in corporate or Western contexts, limiting
its applicability to higher education systems in developing countries. Additionally, there is a lack of integrated models that explicitly link servant
leadership dimensions with employee competency development in academic settings. Recent studies emphasize the need for context-specific
models that reflect cultural and organizational characteristics while addressing contemporary challenges such as digital transformation and
innovation in education (Norman et al., 2025; Verlinden, 2025). Moreover, leadership practices that integrate ethical values and professional
development have been identified as critical for enhancing teacher and staff competencies in educational institutions (Sahrudin, 2025).

Given these gaps, the present study aims to design a contextually grounded servant leadership model in higher education with a specific emphasis
on employee competency development. By adopting a qualitative approach, the study seeks to identify the key dimensions and mechanisms
through which servant leadership contributes to the enhancement of knowledge-based, skill-based, attitudinal, and social competencies. This
research contributes to the literature by providing an integrated and culturally relevant framework that bridges leadership theory and
competency-based human resource development in higher education (Bahmei & Enayati, 2022; Rahimian et al., 2018; Tahmasebi et al.,
2017).

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design with an inductive approach to explore the dimensions of servant leadership in higher education
and their relationship with employee competency development. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 15

participants, including university administrators and higher education experts. Participants were selected using purposive sampling based on their



academic institutions. Data collection continued until

expertise, managerial experience, and familiarity with leadershi

saturation was achieved.

scribed verbatim. Thy

selective codi

Interviews were conducted in a confidential setting, recorded with participants’ con:

thematic analysis following a systematic coding process that included open coding, axia
meaningful units were identified and labeled. In the axial coding stage, related codes were group

similarities. Finally, in selective coding, core themes were refined and integrated into a coherent concep

To ensure the rigor and trustworthiness of the findings, several strategies were employed, including member ch cer debriefing, and

maintaining a detailed audit trail of the research process.
Findings

The analysis of interview data resulted in the identification of a multidimensional servant leadership model consisting of eleven main categories.
Seven categories represented the core behavioral dimensions of servant leadership: service orientation, empowerment, employee growth and
development, ethics and integrity, learning community, awareness and empathy, and motivational support with the promotion of a learning

culture.

The findings indicated that these leadership dimensions collectively create a supportive, trust-based, and participatory organizational environment
that facilitates competency development. The outcomes of this process were categorized into four types of employee competencies: knowledge-

based competencies, skill-based competencies, attitudinal/personality competencies, and social/interactive competencies.

The data analysis further revealed that the relationship between servant leadership and competency development is causal and process-oriented.
Leadership behaviors such as active listening, resource provision, participatory decision-making, and ethical conduct contribute to the formation
of a learning-oriented organizational climate. This environment, in turn, enhances employees’ access to knowledge, improves their practical

skills, strengthens their professional attitudes, and fosters effective interpersonal relationships.

Additionally, the findings demonstrated that certain dimensions, particularly ethics, learning community, and empowerment, play a more
prominent role in influencing competency development. The integration of these dimensions forms a dynamic system in which leadership

practices continuously interact with organizational culture and employee development processes.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the critical role of servant leadership as a multidimensional and process-oriented approach in enhancing
employee competencies within higher education institutions. By prioritizing service, empowerment, ethical behavior, and continuous learning,

servant leaders create organizational environments that support both individual growth and collective performance.

The identified model underscores the importance of integrating leadership practices with competency development strategies, suggesting that
effective leadership extends beyond administrative functions to encompass human development and organizational culture building. The results
indicate that servant leadership fosters a supportive and participatory climate that enables employees to develop essential competencies, including

knowledge acquisition, skill enhancement, attitudinal growth, and social interaction capabilities.

Moreover, the study demonstrates that servant leadership contributes to the establishment of learning-oriented organizations where knowledge
sharing, collaboration, and innovation are encouraged. This aligns with the evolving demands of higher education institutions, which require

adaptive and responsive leadership to address complex challenges and achieve sustainable performance.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides a comprehensive and contextually relevant framework for understanding and implementing servant

leadership in higher education. It offers valuable insights for policymakers and university administrators secking to enhance organizational

cffectiveness through h ital development. By emphasizing ethical values, employee empowerment, and a culture of continuous learning,

rful mechanism for improving both individual and institutional outcomes in academic environments.
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