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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, the concept of servant leadership has gained significant
attention in organizational behavior and management research, particularly in
public sector organizations where employee motivation and commitment
directly impact service quality and organizational effectiveness. Servant
leadership, characterized by prioritizing the needs of employees and
stakeholders, fostering trust, empathy, and ethical behavior, is proposed as an
effective leadership style to enhance intrinsic motivation and public service
orientation among employees. The motivation of employees to serve the public
interest, known as Public Service Motivation (PSM), is a critical factor
influencing performance, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment in
government agencies. However, there is limited empirical research exploring
the mechanisms through which servant leadership influences PSM, especially
in the context of Islamic-based cultural and religious values prevalent in many
public institutions in Iran.

Literature Review and Objective

The concept of servant leadership, rooted in prioritizing service to others rather than
traditional authority, has gained increasing attention in recent research. Afsahi, Kamali,
and Firozabadi (2024) emphasize that servant leaders focus on fostering the well-being
and development of their followers, especially in public sector contexts such as
municipal organizations. This leadership style encourages an ethical, empathetic, and
trust-based environment, which is crucial for motivating employees and improving
organizational outcomes. Similarly, Eva et al. (2019) through a systematic review,
confirm that servant leadership is linked to significant positive effects on employee
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satisfaction, organizational commitment, and performance. Together, these studies
highlight servant leadership as a valuable approach for enhancing motivation and
effectiveness, particularly in service-oriented and public institutions.

This study aims to investigate the impact of servant leadership on public service
motivation among employees of Kerman Municipality. Additionally, it seeks
to understand the mediating role of mutual trust between leaders and employees
in this relationship. The research also attempts to explore how adopting an
Islam-based approach to servant leadership can reinforce motivation and
improve service delivery in the public sector.

Research Methodology

A descriptive-analytical research design was employed, utilizing Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) to analyze the relationships among variables. The
study population consisted of 154 employees working in various departments
of Kerman Municipality, selected through simple random sampling to ensure
representativeness. Data collection was conducted using validated and
standardized questionnaires measuring servant leadership, public service
motivation, and mutual trust. The reliability of these instruments was confirmed
with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeding 0.8, indicating high internal
consistency. Data analysis was performed using Smart PLS3 software,
facilitating the examination of direct and indirect effects within the proposed
conceptual framework.

Results

The results demonstrate that servant leadership significantly and positively
influences public service motivation (= 0.45, p < 0.05). This finding suggests
that leaders who adopt servant leadership behaviors—such as active listening,
empathy, stewardship, and commitment to employee growth—can effectively
enhance employees’ intrinsic motivation to serve the public interest.
Furthermore, mutual trust was found to be a significant mediator in this
relationship, highlighting that the development of reciprocal trust between
leaders and employees strengthens the impact of servant leadership on
motivation. Employees who trust their leaders are more likely to internalize
organizational values, feel empowered, and commit to providing high-quality
public services. The Islam-based approach to servant leadership, emphasizing
spiritual values such as justice, compassion, humility, and accountability,
appears to amplify these effects. This approach aligns with the cultural and
religious context of the organization and workforce, thereby fostering a more
authentic and meaningful leadership practice that resonates with employees’
beliefs and values. Consequently, the integration of Islamic ethical principles
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into servant leadership contributes to improved organizational climate,
enhanced job satisfaction, and elevated public service motivation.

Discussion:

The study’s findings contribute to the growing body of knowledge on
leadership styles in public administration by empirically validating the positive
effects of servant leadership on employee motivation within a Middle Eastern
cultural context. The confirmation of mutual trust as a mediator underscores the
importance of relational dynamics in leadership effectiveness. Trust acts as a
social glue that facilitates open communication, reduces uncertainty, and
enhances collaboration, which are essential for motivating employees in
complex public sector environments. Moreover, the incorporation of Islamic
values into leadership practices offers a culturally sensitive framework that
supports sustainable organizational development. Given the pervasive role of
religion in shaping individual and collective behaviors in Iranian society,
leadership models that integrate spiritual dimensions are likely to be more
accepted and impactful. The findings suggest that public sector organizations
should consider contextualizing leadership development programs to reflect
cultural and religious specificities, thereby promoting leadership behaviors that
genuinely motivate and engage employees.

Practical Implications

From a managerial perspective, this study highlights actionable strategies for
enhancing employee motivation and service quality in municipal organizations.
Public managers and policymakers are encouraged to adopt servant leadership
principles, focusing on building trust-based relationships and addressing
employees’ holistic needs. Training and development programs should
incorporate components on ethical leadership, emotional intelligence, and
cultural competence to foster an environment conducive to servant leadership.
Furthermore, integrating Islamic ethical teachings into leadership training may
provide a unique pathway to deepen leaders’ commitment and authenticity,
ultimately enhancing employee motivation and organizational performance.
Such initiatives could lead to higher retention rates, improved employee
morale, and better public satisfaction with municipal services.

Limitations and Future Research

While the study offers valuable insights, some limitations should be
acknowledged. The sample size, although adequate for SEM analysis, is limited
to a single municipality, which may affect the generalizability of findings.
Future research should consider larger, multi-site samples and longitudinal
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designs to capture the dynamics of servant leadership and motivation over time.
Additionally, exploring other mediating variables such as organizational
culture, job satisfaction, and psychological empowerment could provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms at play. Further studies could
also examine the applicability of the Islam-based servant leadership model in
diverse cultural and religious settings to test its universality and adaptability.
Employing qualitative methods might yield deeper insights into employees’
lived experiences and perceptions of leadership and motivation.

Conclusion

This research confirms that servant leadership is a powerful predictor of public
service motivation among municipal employees, with mutual trust playing a
pivotal mediating role. Emphasizing an Islam-based ethical approach enhances
the relevance and effectiveness of leadership practices within the Iranian public
sector context. The study’s findings underscore the need for culturally informed
leadership development initiatives to foster motivated, committed, and high-
performing public servants dedicated to delivering quality services to the
community.
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