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Influence of Servant leadership on Project success with mediating role of
Team building and moderating role of Trust in Pakistan
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Abstract. The aim of the study was to explore the relationship between servant leadership and project success
through the mechanism of team building; while trying to find out the moderation effect of trust. The data were
collected from 120 employees in Islamabad Rawalpindi area through questionnaire from a sample drawn through
convenient sampling technique. The data were analyzed through regression. The study findings suggested that
Servant leadership has a positive relationship with project success, while team building also mediates the relation-
ship between the two variables. Similarly, trust positively moderates the relationship between servant leadership
and team building. The study concludes by discussing implications and future directions.

1 Introduction

Personality and leadership style are considered as
major success factors for a project (Joslin and Müller,
2016; Turner and Müller, 2005). The servant leadership
concept is given by Greenleaf et al. (1996) The servant
as leader, where leaders are servant first. So, such lead-
ers have link with ethics, virtues and morality (Par-
ris and Peachey, 2013). Many recent researches have
found that servant leadership reveals positive relation
with organizational performance in terms of trust and
quality relationship among subordinates and supervi-
sors (Joseph and Winston, 2005; Seto and Sarros, 2016;
Timiyo and Yeadon-Lee, 2016). This sets the back-
ground for good relations among such leaders and sub-
ordinates; also leading towards high performance ap-
praisals and carrier opportunities (Miao et al., 2014).

Joslin and Müller (2016) have identified steward-
ship as one of the reasons for projects success. Ser-
vant leadership has attributes of stewardship, empathy,
trust, empowerment, encouraging subordinates, listen-
ing, and decision making (Van Dierendonck and Nui-
jten, 2011).

In order to influence project performance positively
other than triple constraints, project managers have to
work on team building and for this they need to de-
velop team trust. Team trust is also strongly associated
with organizational performance (Costa, 2003). Based
on the Cohen and Bailey (1997) research, process fac-
tor can directly impact the outcome into behavior and
performance. Team building is selected as process fac-
tor, whereas trust is chosen for behavioral outcome and
performance includes quality of work or project perfor-

mance.
Studies are found in project management literature,

on transformational leadership and its positive impact
on project performance with the mediating role of team
building by Aga et al. (2016). Comparison studies of
servant leadership with association of transformational
leadership are also made by Hoch et al. (2016); whereas,
significance of team building and leadership and their
impact on project success this have also been studied
Bubshait and Farooq (1999). Therefore, the underlying
process of servant leadership and its impact on projects
success is not addressed properly in project manage-
ments literature.

Servant leader works as servant first in order to
provide services to others and focuses more on orga-
nizational objectives rather than their own personal
objectives (Davis et al., 1997; Greenleaf et al., 1996;
Parris and Peachey, 2013; Russell and Gregory Stone,
2002). This has been supported by stewardship the-
ory because stewards seek the organizational objectives
(Davis et al., 1997), and this kind of attitude makes
them emphasize on team building by the effective co-
ordination among team members so that they can serve
their clients as obligation. Servant leaders with the sup-
port of conflict management can enhance teamwork
(Wong and Page, 2003).

Purpose of this study is to make contribution to-
wards better understanding of servant leadership as
project manager for enhancing team building with
moderating role of trust and ultimately their impact on
projects success. Assuming that servant leadership fa-
cilitates the team building concepts in return it posi-
tively affects the project success. Servant leaders are
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most trusted leaders for organizations (Greenleaf et al.,
1996; Sendjaya and Pekerti, 2010).

2 Literature Review

2.1 Project Success

Typically project management is delivering of a
product to the customer within time and budget con-
straints. But the research by Shrnhur et al. (1997) has
highlighted the project success into four dimensions;
Project efficiency dimension is considered as short term
which has more about the process of project. Success
in this dimension simply is expressed if project is done
within specified time and budget. Impact on customers
relies on customer satisfaction in terms of their needs
which has been fulfilled. This can be gauged by check-
ing to what extent the end user is using this product, is
he looking for some more changes or updating the cur-
rent product reveals how much the customer is satis-
fied. Business and direct success refers to the impact of
a project on the organization. In terms of business how
much profit did it make? Did it help in achieving ROI?
The last dimension, Preparing for the future is all about
identifying the future opportunities and skills required;
getting prepared for the competitors moves. There-
fore, project success is basically a concept of both short
and long term. First dimension is only assessable in
short term during the project execution. Second dimen-
sion is after a short time, when customer is using the
product this may take few weeks or months. Third di-
mension can be assessed after making number of sales
may take around years. Whereas, fourth dimension is
also long term may take around four to five years. So,
all these dimensions are time-dependant. Another re-
search made by Belassi and Tukel (1996) posited that
success and failure of the project dont have same crite-
ria. There are some critical factors such as factors influ-
encing project performance, team members, industrial
or environmental factors. Project management institute
(PMI) has defined the success in terms of quality, scope,
time, cost and meeting stakeholders needs (PMI, 2008).

2.2 Servant leadership

Servant leadership was firstly introduced by
Greenleaf (1977) under the title of The servant as leader
which means who serves as a leader first. Contribu-
tion to Greenleafs research (Spears and Wagner-Marsh,
1998) identified several attributes including: listening,
empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion conceptual-
ization, foresight, Stewardship, Commitment to the
growth of people, Building community. Revised ser-
vant leadership profile is explained by Wong and Page
(2003) in which factors were listed, such as Develop-
ing and empowering others by looking into hidden tal-

ents of others. They look at themselves as a superior
and keep all the subordinates under control. Vision-
ary leaders are able to inspire others. Servant hood
by maintaining servant heart is able to make personal
sacrifices. They are considered responsible as they do
not blame others and understand the organization very
well; Honesty in terms of keeping promises and com-
mitments through honesty and empathy which builds
the trust. They are courageous, listen to all, and involve
everyone in decision making. This helps in team build-
ing.

2.3 Servant leadership and project success

Difference between transformational and servant
leadership is the focus of leader basically; where trans-
formational leader focuses on an organization and
servant leadership focuses on followers commitment
which ultimately is towards the achievement of or-
ganizational goal. Both of these leadership styles are
dynamic in nature and both of them generate the high
level of trust with just difference in focus as mentioned
above (Russell and Gregory Stone, 2002). According
to Flynn et al. (2016) servant leadership theory plays a
role of self evaluation which positively leads to leader
performance. Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller (2011)
found that organizations would be preferring individ-
uals with high core self evaluation as such individuals
are very focused with job satisfaction motivation and
performance. Four specific traits of core self evaluation
found by Judge et al. (2003) were self-esteem, general-
ized self-efficacy, low neuroticism and locus of control.
As Flynn et al. (2016) have said that self evaluation
is positively related to leaders performance. Servant
leadership works as servant first in order to provide
services to others and focuses more on organizational
objectives rather than their own personal objectives
(Greenleaf, 1977; Parris and Peachey, 2013; Russell and
Gregory Stone, 2002). Personality and leadership style
is considered as major success factor for a project (Joslin
and Müller, 2016; Turner and Müller, 2005). With the
support of stewardship theory it is perceived that stew-
ards seek to obtain the organizational objectives more
rather than their self interest in turn it benefits orga-
nization in terms of profit (Davis et al., 1997). Servant
leadership having stewardship as an attribute (Spears
and Wagner-Marsh, 1998) plays vital role positively
with project success. Hence with the support this liter-
ature following hypothesis is offered:

H1: Servant leadership positively influences project suc-
cess.

2.4 Team-building

Team building refers to interventions such as prob-
lem diagnosis and solving meetings with use of con-
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sultant are designed to improve the efficiency of work
groups (Woodman and Sherwood, 1980). Meetings
based on the data collection, feedback of the data and
action planning. Tannenbaum et al. (1992) has also
said that intervention process is a set of activities help-
ing individuals. Conceptual definition of team build-
ing is given by Buller (1986) in which a team build-
ing problem solving approach is presented; whereas,
problem solving is team building activity to solve ma-
jor problems and ultimately develop the teams capac-
ity of problem solving. Dirks (2000) has said that the
efficiency of organizational performance in terms of
profit is based on how people learn, collaborate and
interact with each other. He said that organizations
are changing their traditional hierarchical structures
into more dynamic nature team where every member
works on a same goal, where manager with employ-
ees grow together. Study made by Klein et al. (2009)
checked whether team building works? The results are
very supportive of the idea that team improves the out-
comes. Major components of teambuilding are Goal
settings: developing of goals with the help of consul-
tant. This approach can be strategic level or can be
targeted on some specified productivity. Role clarifica-
tion: this approach is basically concerned with the roles
of the team members mainly involves negotiation skills
or discussion among team members in order to reduce
conflicts. Interpersonal relations: this approach focuses
on the interpersonal relations in a team. This can be
aimed to improve the trust among members and en-
couraging support and communication. Problem solv-
ing: this is about identifying the major problems, solv-
ing techniques and action planning. Goal setting and
role clarification have larger impact on outcome.

2.5 Servant leadership and team-building

Team building is considered crucial for project
manager to keep the team motivated for achieving
their common goals Project is all about managing team
so managers have to build up their team for success-
ful projects (PMI, 2013). Based on Cohen and Bailey
(1997) study, process factor can directly impact the out-
come into behavior and performance. Team building
is selected as process factor, whereas trust is chosen for
behavioral outcome and performance, which include
quality of work or project performance. Moreover the
team building practices are important as they are used
to enhance the trust among team members in order to
promote the team cohesion (Fung and Cheng, 2016); as
they proved in their research that both team trust and
team cohesion influence project performance. In every
project nature there is a leadership behind successful
programs which heavily involves the skills of working
together (Bubshait and Farooq, 1999). Characteristics
of a servant leadership explained by Spears (1996) as
they are more humble, they treat subordinates with un-

conditional respect which helps in making work envi-
ronment positive and enhance the intrinsic motivation.
Such leaders easily earn trust because they place their
followers above self- interest. They always make good
relations through empathy, kindness and emotional in-
telligence. They easily gain co-operation by valuing
team and involving others in decisions which provides
the basis for team building. Hence with the support
of the literature we can say that Servant leadership
positively influences project team building and team
building positively influences project success. Hence
we can say:

H2: Team building mediates the relationship between
servant leadership and project success.

2.6 Moderating role of Trust

Berry (1995) has said that trust is an important ele-
ment for successful relation. Trust has multilevel view
between individuals, groups and firms (Rousseau et al.,
1998). Trust theory explained by Moorman et al. (1993)
in market research relationships. This theory tells that
trust is predicted by interpersonal factors. They de-
fined trust as an intention of behavioral willingness.
Crosby et al. (1990) have said that future sales opportu-
nity is dependent on relationship quality such as trust.
The component of experience influences the overall
satisfaction, trust and commitment for customers. But
trust and commitment have impact on future intentions
(Garbarino and Johnson, 1999). Projects are more effec-
tive with maintaining high level of trust between par-
ticipants (Smith and Rybkowski, 2012). Servant leaders
are most trusted leaders for organizations identified by
Sendjaya and Pekerti (2010). Based on Cohen and Bai-
ley (1997) research, process factor can directly impact
the outcome into behavior and performance. Team
building is selected as process factor whereas trust is
chosen for behavioral outcome and performance in-
cludes quality of work or project performance. Ac-
cording to Goh and Low (2013) organizations should
adopt the servant leadership style to gain trust, which
ultimately positively affects the results in terms of or-
ganizational commitment. Individuals prone to trust
others are strongly associated with the highest quality
relationships with support of social exchange theory
(Bernerth and Walker, 2009) this theory is dependent
on situation varying from person to person it does
concern with managerial personalities and their subor-
dinates personality in terms of social exchange. Trust
in leadership will affect the team performance. Studies
show that trust among team members appears pos-
itive with team performance and satisfaction (Costa,
2003). According to Spears and Wagner-Marsh (1998)
servant leaders have attribute of trust in their personal-
ity and focus on the organizational needs more (Green-
leaf et al., 1996). Hence with the support of this we can
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say.

H3: Trust positively moderates the relation between ser-
vant leadership and teambuilding

Figure 1: Model

3 Methodology

3.1 Population and Sample

The study targets the impact of servant leadership
on projects success with mediating role of trust and
moderating role of team building in project based com-
panies located in Islamabad and Rawalpindi. 120 self-
administered questionnaires were distributed among
private sector; only 100 respondents completed and re-
turned survey. The demographics of the sample are
summarized in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1: Demographics

Item Frequency
Gender
Female 50
Male 40
Total 90
Level of Education
First Degree 15
Master 70
PhD 5
Total 90
Experience
0-5 50
6-10 40
Total 90

3.2 Measures

3.2.1 Project Success
This study uses the survey items of Robey et al.

(1993) to measure project success in project manage-
ment literature. This scale consists of 6 items, covering
time, quality, performance, budgets and effectiveness.
All the respondents assessed items on a likert scale of

1-5 from Strongly Disagree = 1 to Strongly Agree = 5.
The reliability of the instrument was 0.829.

3.2.2 Servant Leadership

In leadership style there are multiple factors to be
measured as far as servant leadership is concerned in-
strument was adopted from Van Dierendonck et al.
(2017). There are 18 items including factors such as
calling, listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persua-
sion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, growth
and community building. Sample question like 1. My
manager gives me the information I need to do my
work well. 2. My manager encourages me to use my
talents. 3. My manager helps me to further develop
myself. All the participants will asses on likert scale
from 1-5. Strongly disagree to strongly agree. The reli-
ability or Cronbachs alpha value was 0.856.

3.2.3 Project Team Building

Instrument developed by Wong and Page
(2003)was used for measuring team building. It con-
tains 8-items. Sample like 1. I am willing to sacrifice
personal benefits to promote group harmony and team
success. 2. I evaluate and deploy team members based
solely on their performance and capacity for serving
others. 3. I encourage cooperation rather than compe-
tition through the group. This instrument is also mea-
sured against likert scale of 1-5. Strongly disagree to
strongly agree. Its cronbachs alpha value was 0.823.

3.2.4 Trust

Respondents completed all the 8 items, instrument
developed by Gunia et al. (2011). Sample items were
like 1. The other party will try to be someone who
keeps promises and commitment. 2. The other party
will do what they say they will do 3. In negotiations
most other parties are basically honest. This instrument
is also measured against likert scale of 1-5. Strongly dis-
agree to strongly agree. The reliability was 0.889

4 Results

4.1 Correlation

The demographic variables consisted of age, gen-
der, and work experience. Gender was coded 0 as male
and 1 as female. Age was reported in years, and work
experience was also reported in the number of years the
participant had been managing projects. Results were
considered significant at p <= 0.05. As shown in Table
4.1.

Table 4.1 presents inter-correlations among the
variables. As predicted, significant and positive corre-
lations exist among servant leadership, team-building,
trust and project success. Servant leadership and
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Table 4.1: Correlations Matrix

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Age 1
Gender -.164 1
Experience .657** .011 1
Project success .013 .199 .005 1
Servant Leadership .079 .22 .083 .625** 1
Team building -.213 .280* -.28 .641** .367** 1
Trust -.153 .323** .018 .628** .564** .754** 1

Notes: ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed), * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

project success were significantly correlated (r = 0.625,
p < 0.01), and the team-building index was also signif-
icantly correlated with project success (r = 0.641, p <
0.01) and servant leadership (r = 0.367, p < 0.01). Pos-
itive correlation of trust with team-building (r = 0.564,
p < 0.01) and servant leadership (r = 0.564, p < 0.01).

4.2 Regression Analysis

Hypotheses were tested using regression analysis.
Hypothesis 1 of the study states that Servant leadership
positively influences project success. Results of the hi-
erarchical regression analysis are shown in Table 4.2.
In step 1, only the control variables were included in
the model. None of the control variables was found to
be significant in explaining project success. The result
of step 2 indicates that servant leadership has a signif-
icant and positive relationship with project success (β
= 0.625, p < 0.001) Hence, Hypothesis 1 has been ac-
cepted.

Hypothesis 2 proposes that team building medi-
ates the relationship between servant leadership and
project success. The results in step 1 of Table 4.3 in-
dicate that the control variables had a negligible effect
on team-building. On the other hand, servant lead-
ership uniquely contributed 24.9% of the variance in
team-building upon its addition to the model in step
2. The results further show a strong and highly signifi-
cant relationship between servant leadership and team-
building (β =0.560, P b 0.001) leading to acceptance of
hypothesis 2.

The true indirect effects via team building on the
servant leadership lies between 0.1098 and 0.4659, for
these results zero wasn’t present in the 95% confidence
interval. So, the effect of servant leadership on project
success was partially mediated by team building.

Table 4.4 shows moderation results. The direct ef-
fect of servant leader on team building is significant
with .356*** as we as that of trust with team building
with .318***. Although, significant, but by adding in-
teraction term, i.e. SL*Trust the effect of teambuilding

enhances at β=1.285*** leading to the acceptance of hy-
pothesis three, i.e. trust positively moderates the rela-
tionship between servant leadership and team build-
ing.

5 Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to investigate
the linkage between servant leadership and project suc-
cess through the mediating role of team-building and
moderating effect of trust. As predicted, we found a
positive association between a project manager’s ser-
vant leadership and project success. This finding shows
that the project manger’s leadership style plays an im-
portant part in project success. Essentially, a servant
project manager motivates and inspires team members
towards a holistic conception of project success, charac-
terized by efficiency, effectiveness, and stakeholder sat-
isfaction. This finding answers the call by Turner and
Müller (2005), who underlined that the project man-
agement literature failed to give sufficient attention to
the role of project managers’ leadership styles. We also
found that team-building is positively related to project
success. Through these classic team-building practices,
organizations and project managers are more likely to
improve team members’ knowledge about the project
goals, roles and responsibilities, interpersonal commu-
nication, and problem-solving skills, which would in
turn influence project success.

Second, and perhaps more importantly, we demon-
strated that trust moderates the relationship between a
project manager’s servant leadership and team build-
ing. This is the first study that explicitly identifies the
moderating role of trust in the relationship between
servant leadership and team building. This finding
suggests that project managers exhibiting servant lead-
ership are more likely to create the team-building prac-
tices in a project environment that will help them to re-
alize project success. These practices include project
goal-setting, role-clarification, interpersonal relations,
and problem-solving techniques, which together moti-
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Table 4.2: Regression Analysis

Project Success
Predictor β R2 Adjusted R2 ∆R2

Step 1
Control Variables 0.013 -0.014 0
Step 2
Servant leader .625*** 0.391 0.382 .391***

75.*p < .05. **p < .01.***p < .001.

Table 4.3: Mediated Regression Analysis

IV Effect of
IV on M

Effect of M
on DV

Direct
Effect

Total
Effect

Bootstrapping
Indirect

Effects LLCI

Bootstrapping
Indirect

Effects ULCI
Servant Leadership .4928 .6506 .6506 .2520 .1098 .4659
Note. IV = Independent Variable, M = Mediator, DV = Dependent Variable, LL = Lower Limit, UL = Upper Limit, CI =

Confidence Interval. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Table 4.4: Moderated Regression Analysis

Team Building
Predictor β R2 ∆R2

Step 1
Control variables .023
Step 2
Servant leadership .356*** .240 .217
Trust .318*** .379 .319
Step 3
SL*Trust 1.285*** .432 .052

Note: N=101, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

vate and empower a project team towards project suc-
cess.

Trust is one of the mechanisms that will increase re-
lationship between leader and follower. Leaders who
are trusted by their subordinate or follower can easily
develop sense of assurance and obligation in their fol-
lower and subordinate. Trust on leader can have an
effect on many results of organization and based on
much research trust is one of the significant elements
of servant leadership, so servant leadership style is the
best element for developing trust in the organization.
Employees show further bond with each other that nur-
ture empathy when they have trust in the organization
and their leaders, servant leaders are supposed to be
honestly concerned about the well-being of their de-
pendents. Due to sensitive nature of the project servant
project managers first aim will be project employee and

when manager will trust and care the project employee
the project success and performance will be automati-
cally increased.

5.1 Theoretical and practical implications

The present study contributes to the project man-
agement literature by integrating leadership theory
and a team-building model. The results of this study
show that team-building interventions link the rela-
tionship between servant leadership and project suc-
cess. This advances our understanding of servant lead-
ership and team-building in engendering project suc-
cess.

Due to short span of time only one mediator was
examined, future study can develop the model and
also test the other type of mediator like employee trust,
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knowledge sharing, and self-efficacy and for moder-
ator test collectivism, organization culture and high
power distance and employee ethical concern. Second,
we collected the data at once i.e. cross sectional future
research should collect the data in time lags.
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