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Lipika Neshmin Arif 
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Abstract 

This study examines the relationship between leader mindfulness and 

leader-member exchange (LMX) relationships. LMX refers to the 

quality of the interpersonal relationship between leaders and their 

subordinates and has consistently been a focal point in leadership 

research due to its influence on various organizational outcomes. The 

study proposes a mediation model to elucidate the relationship 

between leader mindfulness and LMX, emphasizing the roles of 

perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust. Data were 

collected from 213 full-time teachers and staff members employed in 

a public-school system within the southeastern region. The sample 

included participants from 59 distinct schools, encompassing 

elementary, middle, and high schools. Each school contributed 

between 2 to 10 respondents, resulting in an average of approximately 

4 participants per school. The findings reveal a positive relationship 

between leader mindfulness and both perceived supervisor support 

and affect-based trust. Furthermore, perceived supervisor support and 

affect-based trust significantly mediate the relationship between 

leader mindfulness and LMX. The findings of the study indicate how 

mindful leaders can significantly enhance social relationships within 

the context of LMX by facilitating support and trust among 

employees, thus contributing to the development of a collaborative 

workplace.   Finally, the study provides theoretical and practical 

implications along with future directions. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The study of mindfulness is an ongoing interest in organizational 

studies because it yields positive effects through increased awareness 

and observation of the present moment without reactivity or judgment 

(Glomb et al., 2011). Research has demonstrated practical benefits of 

mindfulness, including reduced anxiety and enhanced cognitive 

performance (Baer, 2003; Chiesa & Serretti, 2009; Chiesa et al., 2011; 

Eberth & Sedlmeier, 2012), lower emotional exhaustion, higher job 

satisfaction, improved performance, better organizational citizenship 

behavior, reduced deviant behaviors, and decreased turnover 

intentions (Dane & Brummel, 2014; Hülsheger et al., 2013; Reb et al., 

2017). Most of these studies highlight the intrapersonal effects of 

mindfulness on organizational outcomes. However, mindfulness can 

also yield positive interpersonal outcomes within organizations, 

particularly in leader-follower relationships. 

The nature of the relationship between a leader and their followers 

has received more focus in leadership studies, owing to its significant 

theoretical and empirical implications (Cullen-Lester et al., 2017). A 

leader's behaviors can foster the development and maintenance of a 

quality relationship with followers, known as leader-member 

exchange (LMX). According to Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), LMX 

refers to the quality of the exchange relationship between a leader and 

followers, and this relationship is driven by mutual trust, respect, 

affection, and loyalty. Individuals in quality LMX relationships enjoy 

greater mutual trust, respect, and commitment, as well as access to 

more significant resources. 

Mindful leadership, characterized by non-judgmental 

consideration and awareness of present circumstances, is positively 

associated with employee relationships and well-being (Glomb et al., 

2011; Good et al., 2016). Research supports the potential benefits of 

leader mindfulness for interpersonal relationships. Studies by Baer et 

al. (2004) and Brown and Ryan (2003) found a positive link between 

mindfulness and emotional intelligence, which in turn is related to 

enhanced social skills, cooperative responses, and satisfaction in 

marital partnerships (Schutte et al., 2001). Dane and Brummel (2014) 

noted that mindful leaders can better understand the behaviors and 

actions of employees and their impacts on others. This understanding 
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motivates employees and aligns them with shared goals and values. 

Such mutual collaboration and alignment positively contribute to the 

development of LMX. Given the positive influence of a leader's 

mindfulness on interpersonal relationships, this paper explores how 

leader mindfulness can impact the development of quality LMX 

relationships. 

Despite studies (Baer et al., 2004; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Glomb et 

al., 2011; Good et al., 2016) indicating potential connections between 

leader mindfulness and LMX, little is known about the effects of a 

mindful leader on social relationships and interactions among 

employees. Glomb et al. (2011) underscore the necessity of examining 

advanced social relationships through the prism of mindfulness. 

Moreover, only a handful of theoretical studies address the 

significance of leader mindfulness within LMX relationships (Glomb 

et al., 2011; Sauer and Kohls, 2011), highlighting a lack of empirical 

research. Therefore, exploring the relationship between leader 

mindfulness and LMX will address the existing gaps in the literature. 

Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the mechanisms through 

which mindfulness contributes to the development of quality LMX 

relationships. This study adopts social exchange theory to examine the 

relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX, as it provides 

valuable insights into workplace relationships. Social exchange theory 

suggests a relationship based on mutual advantage, in which one 

individual provides benefits to another, and the recipient responds 

positively in return. (Cropanzano et al., 2017). It offers a robust 

theoretical foundation for LMX (Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). LMX 

facilitates social integration among members who believe they have 

greater access to resources and a better understanding of exchange 

relationships, contributing to more effective decision-making 

(Steffens et al., 2014). 

Based on this theoretical framework, the present study emphasizes 

perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust in the relationship 

between leader mindfulness and effective LMX. It examines how 

leader mindfulness fosters -quality LMX through the mediating 

effects of perceived supervisor support. This study hypothesizes that 

practicing mindfulness in leadership can cultivate quality 

relationships with followers by addressing their needs and providing 

necessary support. Furthermore, in the context of affect-based trust, a 

mindful leader can enhance LMX relationships with followers by 
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cohesive workplace environment.  Fourth, the arguments presented 

regarding the hypothesized relationship between leader mindfulness 

and effective LMX may encourage organizations to implement 

mindfulness interventions focused on leadership development. Such 

interventions are likely to yield substantial organizational advantages, 

given that LMX is associated with various positive outcomes, 

including enhanced subjective and objective performance ratings, 

increased affective commitment, reduced turnover intention, and 

improved job satisfaction (Good et al., 2016; Reb & Atkin, 2015). 

Finally, although prior studies have investigated various leadership 

styles and their influence on predicting LMX (O'Donnell et al., 2012), 

limited research has focused on mindfulness in leadership for 

achieving interpersonal relationships such as LMX. Therefore, leader 

mindfulness would be believed to be a novel and promising style for 

developing quality relationships with followers, thereby enhancing 

organizational dynamics comprehensively. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 

 

The concept of mindfulness originates from Buddhist philosophy 

(Purser & Milillo, 2015). Buddhism used the term “sati,” which is 

often interpreted as mindfulness and is described as the ability to focus 

on present-moment awareness in a manner that conditions the senses 

to recognize reality (Shulman, 2024). A substantial body of literature 

integrates related constructs, practices, traits, and processes to define 

mindfulness (Baer et al., 2006; Brown et al., 2007). The foundational 

aspect of mindfulness theory promotes a flexible and open mindset, 

encouraging individuals to engage with their environment while 

minimizing judgment and prioritizing adaptability over certainty 

(Carson & Langer, 2006). Mindfulness fundamentally involves 

maintaining awareness of and attention to present experiences (Brown 

et al., 2007) and entails the capability to observe these experiences 

without judgment (Baer et al., 2006). Mindfulness represents the 

process of attending to the present moment by leveraging both internal 

stimuli, such as thoughts and feelings, and external stimuli, including 

the physical and social environment, while observing these stimuli 

impartially (Glomb et al., 2011). Bishop et al. (2004) provided an 

operational definition of mindfulness that highlights two key 

components: the self-regulation of attention directed toward 

Arif
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immediate experiences and the cultivation of an attitude characterized 

by neutrality, openness, and curiosity.  

Engagement in mindfulness can confer significant benefits within 

the workplace, particularly in the realm of leadership. Mindfulness is 

critically important for workplace transformation, as it exerts a 

positive influence on individuals, teams, and organizations (Reb & 

Atkin, 2015). To fully comprehend the impact of mindfulness in a 

workplace setting, one must explore its effects on various domains of 

human functioning, including attention, cognition, emotion, behavior, 

and physiology (Good et al., 2016). These domains offer valuable 

insights into achieving enhanced workplace outcomes related to 

performance, interpersonal relationships, and overall well-being 

(Good et al., 2016).  

The state of mindfulness reflects an individual's awareness, which 

may differ across individuals based on personal traits and personality 

characteristics (Brown & Ryan, 2003). These individual differences 

and personality dimensions are frequently examined in the context of 

leadership development. Essential dimensions of mindfulness—such 

as prioritizing present circumstances, exhibiting understanding, 

practicing self-compassion and resilience, engaging in meta-

cognition, and adopting a forward-looking perspective—are 

recognized as key drivers of leadership effectiveness (Reb et al., 2015; 

Sauer & Kohls, 2011). In the context of the relationship between 

mindfulness and leadership, Dunoon and Langer (2012) identified 

three attributes that can be cultivated through mindfulness practice: 

awareness of multiple perspectives, self-appraisal, and focused 

communication. Mindfulness in leadership practices is highly 

esteemed in various organizational studies, as mindful leaders are 

adept at fostering connections with numerous organizational 

outcomes.  

 

2.1. Leader Mindfulness and LMX 

Leadership fundamentally involves the capacity to influence others 

to achieve organizational objectives. The effectiveness of this 

influence is contingent upon the quality of exchange relationships that 

occur between leaders and followers (Northhouse, 2007). The 

fundamental idea of LMX revolves around the quality of the 

relationship between leaders and their followers (Uhl-Bien, 2006). 

The integration of mindfulness into leadership practices can 
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significantly alter a leader's behavior, rendering it more supportive 

and acceptable, which consequently enhances the quality of LMX. 

Mindful leaders typically adopt a positive mindset, which facilitates 

the development of improved relationships within the workplace. On 

the other hand, a negative mindset from leaders can hinder the 

development of a positive relationship with their subordinates, as it 

reflects a lack of trust, respect, and support (Reb et al., 2014).  

Leaders who practice mindfulness focus on the present, fostering 

a mental state of awareness that encompasses cognitive, emotional, 

and behavioral aspects. This heightened awareness influences the 

quality of relationships, focus, well-being, and productivity in the 

workplace (Good et al., 2016). By demonstrating awareness and 

attentiveness to individuals within their team, leaders convey their 

genuine interest and concern for their subordinates. According to 

Wang et al. (2019), mindful leaders can enhance the quality of LMX 

through fair-minded interpersonal behaviors that ensure equitable 

treatment based on respect and dignity. By cultivating mindfulness, 

leaders can establish a foundation for the quality of LMX that is 

grounded in mutual respect and trust. 

Furthermore, mindful leaders cultivate authenticity by engaging in 

self-discovery and self-awareness, guiding them toward self-

concordant goals (Kinsler, 2014) and allowing them to identify their 

strengths and weaknesses (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Such self-

awareness enables leaders to forge genuine relationships through 

transparency, trust, guidance toward meaningful objectives, and a 

commitment to follower development (Gardner et al., 2005). Ilies et 

al. (2007) argue that when leaders exhibit authentic behaviors, 

including unbiased information processing and integrity, they foster 

trustworthy relationships with their members, thereby enhancing the 

quality of LMX. 

In addition, mindfulness encompasses a core understanding of the 

individual differences in attitudes, feelings, and behaviors (Chiesa & 

Serretti, 2009). A leader's ability to recognize and respect these 

differences among followers can effectively motivate them according 

to their specific needs and expectations. This understanding enhances 

the mutuality of the relationship, thereby improving the overall quality 

of LMX. Wang et al. (2019) assert that the effectiveness of leadership 

practices and behaviors is optimized when leaders and followers 

engage in the ongoing development of mature relationships that yield 

Arif
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mutual benefits. Thus, a leader who practices mindfulness is likely to 

cultivate quality relationships with followers by attending to their 

needs and providing necessary relational support. This attentiveness 

and support can foster long-lasting relationships between leaders and 

followers over time, ensuring mutual prosperity. It can therefore be 

postulated that: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Leader mindfulness and followers’ perception of LMX 

are positively related 

 

2.2. Leader Mindfulness and Perceived Supervisor Support 

Perceived supervisor support is a critical aspect of organizational 

dynamics, reflecting the extent to which employees believe their 

supervisors value their contributions and prioritize their well-being 

(Eisenberger et al., 2002). This concept can be articulated as a 

supervisor's readiness to assist employees, encompassing the degree 

to which employees feel acknowledged and respected by their 

supervisors. Mindful leaders, who remain fully present and attentive 

in their interactions, can positively influence this perception through 

their engagement with employees (Reb et al., 2014). By concentrating 

on the immediate context, these leaders are better positioned to 

recognize and address the specific support their subordinates require. 

Good et al. (2016). emphasized that employees benefit significantly 

when they work with leaders who are psychologically present. Such 

leaders empower their employees by providing the resources 

necessary to fully engage with their workplace experiences. In a 

similar vein, Reb et al (2015) highlighted that mindful leaders, 

through their attentive and open demeanor, can offer even greater 

support and resources, ultimately enhancing employee well-being and 

productivity. 

Additionally, a leader’s non-judgmental approach and proactive 

communication can foster a constructive environment conducive to 

open dialogue and collaboration. By maintaining a strong focus on 

current circumstances, mindful leaders are equipped to effectively 

articulate present realities and anticipated developments within the 

organization. According to Chen and Thosvold (2013), a mindful 

leader promotes amicable interactions among subordinates, allowing 

for the articulation of diverse perspectives that serve mutual interests. 

Such communicative practices nurture supportive relationships, 
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leading employees to feel valued and cared for as leaders demonstrate 

a genuine commitment to their well-being and support (Van 

Quaquebeke & Felps, 2016). Therefore, it can be hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Leader mindfulness is positively related to followers' 

perceived supervisor support 

 

2.3. Leader Mindfulness and Affect-Based Trust 

Mindful leaders have the potential to significantly enhance affect-

based trust among their subordinates by intertwining mindful 

behaviors with the essential elements of trust. Research by Roeser et 

al. (2013) underscores that leader mindfulness is crucial for 

maximizing attention and minimizing cognitive biases. A leader who 

is both attentive and focused can communicate accurate information 

with followers in a non-judgmental and unbiased way. When 

followers perceive their leader as capable of delivering information 

sincerely and appropriately, it lays the groundwork for developing 

affect-based trust. In addition, mindful leaders exhibit a heightened 

sensitivity to their own emotions and those of their employees (Brown 

et al., 2007). This awareness cultivates a supportive environment 

where employees feel empowered to share their thoughts and 

emotions freely. Such a nurturing atmosphere fosters honesty and 

openness, further solidifying affect-based trust. 

Numerous studies have shown a strong correlation between 

mindfulness and key leadership behaviors, including humility, 

authenticity, self-confidence, self-awareness, transparency, and 

optimism (Verdorfer, 2016; Baron, 2016). These traits create an 

environment of reliability (Grandey et al., 2012), encouraging 

followers to view their leaders as trustworthy, capable, and benevolent 

(Schoorman et al., 2007). By embodying these qualities, leaders can 

effectively guide their teams, set clear expectations, and nurture caring 

relationships, ultimately fostering a deep sense of affect-based trust. 

Thus, it is hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 3: Leader mindfulness is positively related to followers' 

affect-based trust 

 

 

 

Arif



10 The Southern Business and Economic Journal

!

2.4. Perceived Supervisor Support and LMX 

Perceived support from supervisors is a significant contributor to 

the emergence of high-quality leader-member exchange relationships. 

Social exchange theory posits that when employees perceive that they 

are receiving resources and support from their leaders, they are 

inclined to reciprocate such assistance (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). 

Supervisor support largely consists of providing care and critical 

resources aimed at improving workers' job performance and general 

well-being (Hammer et al., 2020).  In this regard, the willingness of 

supervisors to assist their employees, coupled with the employee's 

belief in the availability of that support and care, is of paramount 

importance. When employees perceive that their supervisors are 

proactive in providing necessary support and resources within the 

work environment, they are more likely to reciprocate that support, 

fostering a positive exchange relationship between leaders and their 

subordinates.  

Employees’ concern for the degree to which their supervisors are 

supportive, caring, and appreciative of their contributions and well-

being can significantly affect the quality of their relationships with 

these supervisors. Supervisors hold a crucial role in making formal 

decisions regarding resource allocation and task prioritization within 

organizations (Krause, 2004). When employees perceive that their 

leaders are demonstrating support and concern for them by offering 

job-related resources, special privileges, formal and informal rewards, 

and prompt performance feedback needed to perform their roles 

effectively, it improves the quality of LMX relationships (Martin et 

al., 2016). When employees receive support from their leaders, they 

perceive the quality of LMX relations and feel obligated to 

reciprocate. As a result, the role of supervisor support in the 

establishment of LMX relationships is critical. It is, therefore, 

hypothesized that:   

 

Hypothesis 4: Followers' perceived supervisor support is positively 

related to followers’ perception of LMX 

 

2.5. Affect-based Trust and LMX 

The significance of trust in leader-member relationships is 

paramount. Trust plays a critical role in shaping the quality of 

interactions between leaders and their followers, as it significantly 
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influences key outcomes of LMX (Schaubroeck et al., 2011). 

Research conducted by Nguyen et al. (2005) emphasizes that a 

trusting relationship is essential within LMX, as it facilitates effective 

coordination, communication, and collaboration among members, 

ultimately leading to productive outcomes. Organizational science 

literature has established that interpersonal trust relationships are vital 

for achieving both individual and managerial efficiency, drawing 

upon cognitive and emotional foundations (McAllister, 1995). 

Affect-based trust, as a relational approach, is predicated upon 

continuous exchanges within social relationships (Farid et al., 2020). 

This dimension of trust develops from the belief that social exchanges 

are characterized by mutual concern and care between the involved 

parties (Schaubroeck et al., 2011; Zhu et al., 2013). Such trust is 

cultivated through emotional attachments formed between 

individuals. Individuals desire to establish emotional bonds in 

trustworthy relationships characterized by the exchange of relevant 

information, authentic care for each other, and the presence of mutual 

respect, kindness, and support, all of which are considered reciprocal 

(Byun et al., 2017). The relationship between affect-based trust and 

LMX is notably positive. A leader's typical responsibility involves 

establishing performance expectations for subordinates. However, 

LMX theory posits that these expectations arise from the mutual 

bonding between the leader and the follower (Markham et al., 2010). 

The quality of exchanges increases with the strength of this mutual 

bond. In the context of affect-based trust, individuals engage in active 

listening to one another's perspectives rather than dismissing them 

outright (Chua et al., 2012). This form of trust enables individuals to 

understand and respect differing opinions within the social exchange 

relationship, thereby minimizing interpersonal conflict and promoting 

productive discourse and innovative problem-solving (Schaubroeck et 

al., 2011). Based on the above point of view, it is therefore 

hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 5: Followers' affect-based trust positively affects 

followers’ perception of LMX 
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2.6. Mediating Effect of Perceived Supervisor Support and Affect-

based Trust 

A leader's mindfulness during interactions with subordinates can 

be perceived as a supportive approach that significantly contributes to 

the quality LMX relationship. Mindfulness entails maintaining high 

levels of awareness, consciousness, and direct engagement in present-

time interactions (Parker et al., 2015). When leaders engage with 

employees mindfully, they are better positioned to comprehend their 

employees' needs and expectations, due to their ability to observe 

various situational factors with greater vigilance (Atkins & Parker, 

2012). Research by Reb et al. (2014) indicates that mindful leaders 

experience lower levels of emotional exhaustion, higher job 

satisfaction, enhanced performance, and improved fulfillment of 

psychological needs. As a result, employees working under mindful 

leaders tend to experience increased emotional rejuvenation, greater 

satisfaction regarding their psychological needs, and improved 

performance outcomes (Schuh et al., 2019).  

A mindful leader can empower employees with essential 

psychological resources, facilitating effective stress management and 

promoting behaviors that foster LMX. Furthermore, such leaders 

provide their employees with critical socio-emotional resources 

necessary for developing meaningful LMX relationships. Given that 

mindful leaders are truly present at the moment, they can support their 

followers by demonstrating a commitment to offering the essential 

resources to explore different opportunities within the workplace 

(Kock et al., 2018). When employees perceive support and assistance 

from their leaders, they are more likely to cultivate positive 

relationships and feel a sense of obligation to reciprocate such support.  

Similarly, affect-based trust plays a crucial role in the dynamics 

between leaders and their followers. Mindful leaders, by focusing on 

the present moment, respond adeptly to the needs and feelings of their 

employees, coordinate their actions accordingly, and accept 

employees without bias (Carson et al., 2004). This responsive 

demeanor fosters emotional openness and encourages self-disclosure, 

both of which are fundamental to affect-based trust (McAllister, 

1995). The establishment of affect-based trust cultivates a robust 

sense of mutual sharing, enabling individuals to express new ideas and 

concerns without fear of retribution (Chen et al., 2014). Such an 

environment facilitates open communication channels, allowing both 
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leaders and employees to share diverse ideas and perspectives, which 

can enhance collaborative efforts. Employees who perceive that their 

opinions and values are acknowledged and respected are more likely 

to engage positively with their leaders, thus contributing to the 

development of quality LMX relationships. In the context of affective 

trust, individuals often recognize the intrinsic value of their 

relationships, prompting them to invest their emotional resources 

accordingly. The quality LMX relationships between leaders and 

followers are fundamentally characterized by emotional exchanges 

grounded in mutual trust and respect (McAllister, 1995).  

Therefore, the insights gleaned from the literature reviewed serve 

as a basis for the formulation of the following research hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 6: Followers' perceived supervisor support mediates the 

relationship between leader mindfulness and followers’ perception of 

LMX  

 

Hypothesis 7: Followers' affect-based trust mediates the relationship 

between leader mindfulness and followers’ perception of LMX     

 

3. Methods 

 

3.1. Participants and Sample 

This study collected data from a public-school system located in the 

southeastern United States, focusing on full-time teachers and staff 

from elementary, middle, and high schools who operate under the 

supervision of their principals (leaders). A total of 59 schools 

participated, with the number of subjects ranging from 2 to 10 per 

school, resulting in an approximate average of 4 participants per 

school or principal. The final sample consisted of 213 individuals, 

which included 174 females (81.7%), 32 males (15%), 6 individuals 

who preferred not to disclose their gender (2.8%), and 1 participant 

with missing information (0.5%). The ethnic composition of the 

sample included 37 African Americans (17.4%), 162 Whites or 

Caucasians (76.1%), 4 Hispanic participants (1.9%), 3 Native 

participants (1.4%), 5 identified as Other (2.3%), and 2 individuals 

with missing information (0.9%). 
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3.2. Procedures 

A survey methodology was employed to systematically select and 

survey teachers and staff within the schools. Theoretical hypotheses 

were evaluated over three distinct time points, each separated by three 

weeks, to mitigate common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). 

At Time 1, data were collected to assess leader mindfulness and gather 

demographic information. Time 2 focused on measuring affect-based 

trust and perceived supervisor support, while Time 3 was dedicated to 

assessing Leader-Member Exchange (LMX). Participants were 

requested to provide their email addresses at each data collection 

phase to facilitate the matching of their responses across all three-time 

points. The survey was administered by the central office of the school 

system, ensuring that there was no direct involvement from the 

researcher with the participants. This methodology facilitated an 

unbiased data collection process while maintaining the integrity of the 

research. 

 

3.3. Measures 

Leader Mindfulness: Leader mindfulness was evaluated using a 

well-established scale developed by Brown and Ryan (2003), which 

has been frequently utilized in prior research (e.g., Hoefling et al., 

2011; Huelsheger et al., 2013; Roche et al., 2014). Consistent with the 

preceding studies (Grant et al., 2010), I selected the five items 

exhibiting the highest factor loadings. Examples of the items include: 

‘‘My principal rushes through activities without being really attentive 

to them’’ and ‘‘It seems that my principal is ‘running on automatic’ 

without much awareness of what s/he is doing,’’ The scale 

demonstrated a reliability coefficient of .93. 

Perceived Supervisor Support: To measure perceived supervisor 

support, I adopted the perceived organizational support scale 

developed by Eisenberger et al. (1986). This scale has been employed 

by Edwards and Peccei (2010) and Zumrah and Boyle (2015). Sample 

items include: “My principal takes pride in my accomplishments at 

work” and “My principal values my contribution to the organization’s 

well-being”. The reliability estimated for this scale is .92. 

Affect-based Trust: Affect-based trust was assessed using a five-

item scale designed to measure the emotional bond between 

individuals, as articulated by McAllister (1995). Sample items 

include: “We have a sharing relationship’, and “We can both freely 
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share our ideas, feelings, and hopes.” Participants indicated their 

agreement with various statements ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 7 (strongly agree). The reliability estimated for this scale is .95. 

Leader-member exchange (LMX): Leader-member exchange 

(LMX) was measured utilizing the LMX-7 scale, developed by Graen 

and Uhl-Bien (1995). LMX-7 is the most widely utilized scale for 

measuring leader-member exchange relationships and has exhibited a 

reliability coefficient of .93. The items in this measure are intended to 

capture individuals' perceptions of their interactions with their 

respective principals. Participants were presented with a series of 

statements and were requested to indicate their level of agreement. 

Sample items include: “How well does your principal understand your 

job problems and needs?” and “How would you characterize your 

working relationship with your principal?” 

Control Variables: The analysis controlled for age, gender, 

ethnicity, education, and experience to mitigate alternative 

explanations in the causal relationships examined. The quality of 

leader-member relationships is greatly affected by demographic 

similarities like religion, gender, and ethnicity (Bakar & McCann, 

2014). By incorporating controls for these extraneous variables, the 

researcher can more accurately delineate the causal relationships 

among the studied variables and enhance the internal validity of the 

findings. One of the necessary conditions of causality is controlling 

extraneous variables to minimize the threat to the study's internal 

validity (Christensen et al., 2014). Therefore, demographic attributes 

such as age, ethnicity, etc., were controlled for this study, considering 

them extraneous variables. 

 

4. Results 

4.1. Data Accuracy 

In the current study, data were collected from a single source, which 

may introduce the risk of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 

2012). To assess the potential impact of common method variance on 

the current study, the Harmon one-factor test was employed. The 

results indicate that common method variance did not significantly 

affect the data, as the total variance explained was 31.56%, which is 

below the critical cutoff of 50%. Furthermore, the    use of self-report 

measures is considered acceptable for evaluating    individual 

cognitions (such as affective trust) and perceptions of interpersonal 
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experiences (including leader mindfulness, perceived supervisor 

support, and leader-member exchange or LMX), thereby reducing the 

risk of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). 

Additionally, the analysis of multicollinearity involved examining 

the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and Tolerance for each variable. 

The results indicated that multicollinearity was not an issue, given that 

all VIF values were below 5 and Tolerance values were above 0.1. 

Specifically, the following results were observed: Leader Mindfulness 

exhibited a Tolerance of .49 and a VIF of 2.08; Perceived Supervisor 

Support had a Tolerance of .20 and a VIF of 4.87; and Affect-based 

Trust revealed a Tolerance of .25 and a VIF of 3.98. It is important to 

highlight that a VIF value exceeding 5 indicates a potential 

collinearity concern (James et al., 2017). 

 

4.2. Descriptive Statistics 

The descriptive statistics present essential information, including 

means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables, as 

illustrated in Table 1. The results reveal several significant 

relationships worthy of consideration. For instance, perceived 

supervisor support is significantly related to LMX (r = .82, p < .01) 

and affect-based trust (r = .86, p < .01). Additionally, leader 

mindfulness demonstrates a significant relationship with LMX (r = 

.67, p < .01), underscoring the relevance of these constructs in 

understanding organizational dynamics. 

 
Table 1: Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations 

 

 
 

Table 1: Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations 
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4.3. Test of Hypotheses 

This study investigated the effects of leader mindfulness on LMX, 

with perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust serving as 

mediators. It was hypothesized that these two factors would mediate 

the relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX. To test these 

hypotheses, a series of regression analyses were conducted using 

Hayes PROCESS. 

First, I examined the direct effects outlined in hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 

4, and 5. The results showed that leader mindfulness has a positive 

effect on LMX (B = .11, t(216) = 2.96, p = .003). Additionally, leader 

mindfulness positively affects perceived supervisor support (B = .83, 

t(222) = 14.91, p = .001) and affect-based trust (B = .85, t(146) = 

12.08, p = .001). Furthermore, perceived supervisor support positively 

affects LMX (B = .17, t(216) = 3.44, p = .001), while affect-based trust 

also positively affects LMX (B = .31, t(216) = 7.78, p = .001). 

Next, I examined the indirect relationships for mediating effects in 

hypotheses 6 and 7 using bootstrap confidence intervals for upper and 

lower limits. Bootstrapping confidence intervals represent a statistical 

method used to assess indirect effects in mediation analysis. This 

technique involves repeatedly drawing samples from the original 

dataset to compute the effect size. The effects can then be utilized to 

establish the desired confidence interval at the 95% level, complete 

with upper and lower limits (Hayes, 2012). It is considered 

statistically significant when there is a difference between confidence 

intervals for two groups. Hypothesis 6 focused on the mediating 

effects of perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust in the 

relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX. The results 

indicated that perceived supervisor support significantly mediates this 

relationship (b indirect = .14, 95% BC CI [.05 - .24]), as does affect-

based trust (b indirect = .26, 95% BC CI [.18 - .36]), thereby 

supporting hypotheses 6 and 7. The direct and indirect effects are 

summarized in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Hypothesized Relationships-Direct and Indirect Effects 

 
Structural 

Path 

Coefficient   SE  p Hypothesis Supported? 

 

Direct Effects 

 

Leader 

mindfulnes -> 

LMX 

 

 

       

.11 

 

 

  

         .03  

 

 

 

       .003      

 

 

 

      H1 

 

 

 

      Yes 

 

Leader 

mindfulness  

-> PSS 

 

Leader 

mindfulness 

->Affect-

based trust 

 

PSS -> LMX 

 

Affect-based 

trust-> LMX 

 

Indirect 

Effects 

 

 

.83 

 

 

       

.85 

 

 

       

.17 

 

        

.31 

 

 

  .05 

  

  

 

 .07 

 

  

 

  .05 

 

  

 .04 

 

 

.000 

 

 

 

.001 

 

 

 

.001 

 

 

.001 

 

 

H2 

 

 

 

H3 

 

 

 

H4 

 

 

H5 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

Yes 

 Effect BootLLCI BootULCI Hypothesis Supported? 

      

Leader 

mindfulness -> 

PSS -> LMX 

 

Leader 

mindfulness 

->Affect-

based trust -> 

LMX 

       

.14  

 

      

       

.26 

      

.05 

 

 

 

 .18 

 

.24 

 

 

 

.36 

 

H6 

 

 

 

H7 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

____________________________________________________ 

 

Additionally, the results revealed a significant total effect of leader 

mindfulness on LMX (B = .53, p < .001). The direct effect of leader 

mindfulness on LMX, even when accounting for mediators such as 

perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust, was also 

significant (B = .11, p = .003). Consequently, the relationship between 

leader mindfulness and LMX is partially mediated by perceived 

supervisor support and affect-based trust, as shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3: Total and Direct Effects of Leader Mindfulness on LMX 

Model Summary                Effect         se         t               p        LLCI       ULCI      c_cs 

 

Total effect of X on Y   .53         .04       13.09       .001        .45         .61          .67 

 Direct effect of X on Y            .11         .03        2.96        .003         .03       .19           .14 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. Discussion 

 

While many organizations have acknowledged the significance of 

examining mindfulness within the workplace, the concept of leader 

mindfulness as a means of fostering quality leader-member 

relationships (LMX) remains relatively nascent in research. This study 

presents a theoretical model that investigates the relationship between 

leader mindfulness and the quality of LMX. The findings indicate that 

leader mindfulness exerts a positive influence on the quality of LMX 

through employees' perceptions of supervisor support and affect-

based trust. The results underscore the essential roles of perceived 

supervisor support and affect-based trust as mediators in the 

relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX. It is imperative to 

investigate the impact of leader mindfulness on LMX, as LMX has 

been associated with several beneficial outcomes for both 

organizations and employees. These outcomes include increased job 

satisfaction, enhanced task performance, greater employee 

commitment, improved organizational citizenship behaviors, and 

reduced turnover rates (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2016; 

Skakon et al., 2010). Mindful leadership practices such as awareness, 

attentiveness, and neutrality cultivate employee support and 

strengthen trust in leaders. Consequently, this fosters coordination, 

collaboration, and positive employee perceptions, ultimately 

reinforcing strong, high-quality relationships. 

Moreover, leader mindfulness can augment the quality of LMX by 

facilitating the sharing of accurate and unbiased information and by 

nurturing mutual understanding and trust within the leader-member 

relationship. Effective and impartial communication is critical to 

learning, as it ensures fairness and promotes equality in the exchange 

of information and support essential to individual development. 
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Mindful leaders play a vital role in creating emotional connections 

with their employees by establishing and maintaining trust. Providing 

unbiased resources and support, as well as fostering trust among 

employees, are fundamental components in the development of LMX. 

This study offers substantial evidence to support this significant 

relationship. 

 

5.1. Theoretical Implications 

The findings of this study provide robust evidence concerning the 

relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX, with perceived 

supervisor support and affect-based trust acting as pivotal mediators. 

This finding enhances the understanding of how leader mindfulness 

promotes supportive behaviors and fosters trust, thereby facilitating 

the establishment of quality LMX relationships. Leaders who practice 

mindfulness demonstrate essential intrapersonal characteristics, 

including self-awareness, confidence, hope, and optimism. The 

current study meticulously outlines how these intrapersonal attributes 

substantially influence interpersonal dynamics such as quality leader-

member relationships in an organization. Through the enhancement of 

LMX quality, mindful leaders can contribute to a positive and 

productive work environment by building a culture of trust and 

support, leading employees to strengthen group dynamics. 

The findings of the present study provide important insights into 

their relation with existing leadership theories. The results indicate 

that leader mindfulness may enhance relation-oriented leadership 

theories. Relation-oriented leadership theories encompass but are not 

limited to democratic leadership, affiliative leadership, and servant 

leadership. As noted by Tossi et al. (2000), these theories prioritize 

the establishment of trust, the development of interpersonal 

relationships, and the provision of support for subordinates to achieve 

beneficial organizational outcomes. The current study's findings 

revealed that by providing support and nurturing affect-based trust, 

leader mindfulness can improve the quality of leader-member 

exchange relationships, aligning well with a relation-oriented 

leadership approach. 

Examining the relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX 

carries significant implications for the broader organizational context. 

High-quality LMX relationships are linked to numerous positive 

organizational outcomes, including increased job satisfaction, 
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improved employee well-being, and reduced stress levels. 

Conversely, low-quality LMX relationships can result in heightened 

employee stress and burnout (Skakon et al., 2010). In the context of 

the current study, mindful leaders are crucial in developing high-

quality supervisor-subordinate relationships that can enable 

employees to thrive and organizations to flourish through fostering 

employee satisfaction and well-being. Moreover, this study elucidates 

the intricate mechanisms that link leader mindfulness with LMX, 

while enriching the theoretical framework through the incorporation 

of the mediators of perceived supervisor support and affect-based 

trust. This integration broadens the understanding of what leaders may 

do to ignite quality leader-member relationships at work. 

Additionally, by examining the relationship between leader 

mindfulness and LMX, the current study moved mindfulness to LMX 

literature, thus offering important insights for the development and 

refinement of relevant new theories and concepts. 

 

5.2. Practical Implications 

This study effectively establishes the significance of leader 

mindfulness as a fundamental leadership behavior crucial for 

developing quality LMX relationships. The connection between LMX 

and various advantageous organizational outcomes, including 

increased employee commitment, enhanced morale, and improved 

retention rates, is well-documented, as mentioned earlier. Therefore, 

fostering leader mindfulness is not merely advantageous; it is 

imperative for achieving substantial organizational success. 

Organizations must therefore implement targeted training and 

development interventions to promote mindfulness among their 

leaders and take proactive steps to launch effective initiatives. An 

organization can utilize mindfulness training and development 

initiatives in various ways. For example, a company might organize 

weekly guided meditation sessions for all employees and frequently 

include mindful discussions during managerial and supervisory 

meetings. It is also feasible to allocate a specific space within the 

organization for mindfulness activities like breathing exercises and 

relaxation. Also, an organization may choose to host conferences 

focused on mindfulness in the workplace. 

Furthermore, organizations can utilize external facilities to 

enhance leader mindfulness. Numerous professional organizations, 
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including colleges and meditation centers, provide mindfulness-based 

leadership development programs. Given the experiential nature of 

learning, many of these programs are designed to equip leaders with 

mindfulness techniques applicable in multiple leadership scenarios, 

such as setting goals, communicating, resolving conflicts, solving 

problems, providing feedback, and more. (Baron et al., 2018; Brendel 

et al., 2016; Donaldson-Feilder, et al., 2018). Organizations can 

anticipate enrolling their leaders in these initiatives and key benefits. 

The importance of perceived supervisor support and the 

establishment of trust within social relationships cannot be 

underestimated, as these elements are vital for cultivating a positive 

and collaborative workplace that fosters learning and facilitates 

effective communication (Dunoon & Langer, 2012). The findings of 

this study are consistent with prior research, indicating that leaders 

can significantly enhance social relationships within the context of 

LMX by facilitating support and trust among employees. This, in turn, 

contributes to the development of a collaborative workplace. Thus, 

organizations must create an environment in which employees feel 

supported and trusted by their leaders, thereby encouraging 

collaboration and establishing high-quality leader-member 

relationships.  

This study examines the role of leader mindfulness in fostering 

quality leader-member relationships, indicating that leader 

mindfulness serves as a valuable approach for enhancing leader-

follower dynamics. This research makes a significant contribution to 

the expanding body of literature on leader mindfulness within 

organizational frameworks, illustrating its effectiveness in 

establishing LMX relationships. The synergy between leader 

mindfulness and LMX creates substantial opportunities for realizing a 

range of organizational benefits. Consequently, organizations should 

strive to cultivate a mindful corporate culture to enhance leader 

mindfulness and facilitate quality LMX. Furthermore, organizations 

need to integrate mindfulness into their corporate culture and redesign 

job roles to create opportunities for leaders to practice mindfulness 

effectively. 

 

5.3. Limitations and Future Direction 

This study presents several limitations that could be addressed in 

future research endeavors. The current investigation primarily 
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highlights the impact of leader mindfulness on the development of 

LMX relationships within an organizational context. However, it is 

crucial to acknowledge that leader mindfulness may also engage with 

other important areas such as employee resilience, procedural justice, 

and the management of exhaustion (Schuh et al., 2019). The research 

concentrated on perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust as 

mediators to elucidate the relationship between leader mindfulness 

and quality LMX. Moreover, the discussion surrounding the 

effectiveness of leader mindfulness remains confined within 

organizational boundaries, emphasizing the positive attributes of 

mindful leaders while offering limited insight into how these 

characteristics translate into specific leadership behaviors that 

influence LMX. 

Mindful leaders can significantly enhance organizational 

outcomes by cultivating quality LMX relationships. Furthermore, 

their mindfulness behaviors can prove beneficial in various contexts, 

such as fostering employee resilience during crises. Given that 

mindful leaders tend to exhibit increased attention and focus, they can 

effectively instill a positive mindset in their subordinates, facilitating 

improved management of challenging situations. Consequently, 

investigating the application of leader mindfulness in emergency 

scenarios represents a valuable opportunity for future research. 

Subsequent studies should also explore alternative mediators to 

deepen the understanding of the relationship between mindfulness and 

LMX. As mindful leaders are presumed to exert influence over the 

behaviors of their colleagues, this dynamic may extend to the 

maintenance of inter-organizational relationships, thereby offering 

competitive advantages. Therefore, future research must examine how 

leader mindfulness can enhance relationships with external 

organizations. Additionally, incorporating qualitative perspectives in 

upcoming studies would be beneficial to capture the personal 

experiences and commitments of leaders engaged in mindfulness 

practices. 

Additionally, to support and broaden the findings of this study, 

upcoming research should concentrate on longitudinal investigations 

by implementing mindful leadership experiments and monitoring the 

outcomes over time. Also, leadership theories are primarily influenced 

by Western cultural norms. Researchers in culture argue that societies 

can be classified by their approach to action (Richerson & 
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Christiansen, 2024), and these approaches impact leadership styles. 

Thus, to widely generalize the study's findings, future research should 

concentrate on cross-cultural comparisons of leader mindfulness to 

evaluate the results. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In contemporary organizational studies, leader mindfulness has 

become a prominent area of interest due to its demonstrated positive 

effects on various outcomes, such as employee performance, 

creativity, and overall well-being. Employees who engage with 

mindful leaders tend to experience a sense of safety and cultivate high-

quality relationships with their leaders. The present study aims to 

investigate the influence of leader mindfulness on the quality of LMX 

relationships. It proposes a conceptual framework that delineates a 

positive relationship between leader mindfulness and LMX, mediated 

by perceived supervisor support and affect-based trust. The mediating 

relationships outlined in this study provide a robust explanation of 

how leader mindfulness enhances the quality of leader-member 

relationships. Mindful leaders are capable of shaping follower 

behavior through their persistence, integrity, and attentiveness to 

contextual factors. Consequently, followers are more likely to view 

their leaders as trustworthy and supportive. This dynamic fosters a 

quality exchange relationship between leaders and followers, which 

consequently contributes to organizational success. The strong 

association between mindfulness and LMX highlights its significance 

for organizations striving to attain their objectives. 
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Abstract 

Hospital charges in the United States exhibit significant variability, 

posing challenges for patients, healthcare providers, and 

policymakers. This study aims to analyze the variance in hospital 

charges across different Diagnosis-Related Groups (DRGs) using the 

National Inpatient Sample (NIS) data from 2019, provided by the 

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ). Our analysis 

reveals that the variance in hospital charges significantly differs 

across DRG groups. Specifically, we identify the top 20 DRGs with 

the highest coefficient of variation and the 20 DRGs with the lowest 

coefficient of variation among more than 800 DRG groups. A closer 

examination of these extreme groups would be the empirical basis 

for future research to unravel factors that are associated with a 

reduction in the coefficient of variation. These findings suggest that 

implementing standardized care practices could enhance pricing 

transparency and equity in healthcare. 

Introduction 

Hospital charges in the United States exhibit significant 

variance, creating a complex landscape for patients and 

policymakers alike. This variance is driven by a multitude of factors, 

including geographical location, hospital type, and the specific 

services provided (RAND Corporation, 2022). The lack of 

transparency in hospital pricing further complicates the issue, as 

patients often do not know the cost of their care until after services 

have been rendered (Peterson-KFF Health System Tracker, 2021). 
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This opacity in pricing can lead to substantial differences in charges 

for the same treatment across different hospitals (HFMA, 2021). 

Moreover, the negotiation power of insurance companies and the 

presence of uninsured patients can further influence the pricing 

structure. Patients with high-deductible health plans may face 

significant out-of-pocket expenses, adding to the financial burden. 

Efforts to standardize pricing and improve transparency are ongoing, 

but progress has been slow and uneven across the country. 

Given the unique characteristics of each hospitalized patient 

case, such as severity, comorbidities, complications, age, and gender, 

etc., analyzing hospital charges at the individual level can be 

misleading. Each patient’s case is distinct, making it challenging to 

draw generalized conclusions from individual data points. Therefore, 

it is more effective to shift the unit of analysis to groups of cases 

within Diagnosis-Related Groups (DRGs). DRGs categorize patients 

with similar clinical conditions and resource usage, allowing for a 

more standardized comparison of hospital charges (Evidence Care, 

n.d.). By focusing on DRGs, we can better understand the underlying 

patterns and factors contributing to the variance in hospital charges. 

This study aims to analyze national in-patient (NIS) data from 

2019, collected by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality 

(AHRQ). The NIS data includes over 7 million in-patient cases 

across more than 900 DRGs. Using the coefficient of variation as the 

primary metric, we will examine the hospital charges data to identify 

trends and disparities at the DRG level. This approach will provide 

insights into the factors driving cost variations and inform potential 

policy interventions to enhance pricing transparency and equity in 

healthcare. 

Literature review 

Overview of hospital charges 

Hospital charges in the United States have been a subject of 

extensive research due to their significant impact on healthcare 

affordability and accessibility. Studies have consistently shown that 

hospital charges vary widely, even for the same procedures and 

treatments, leading to concerns about pricing transparency and 

equity (RAND Corporation, 2022). This section reviews the existing 

literature on hospital charges, focusing on the factors influencing 



35

 

these charges, the implications of charge variability, and the 

methodologies used to study hospital pricing. 

Factors influencing hospital charges 

Several factors contribute to the variability in hospital charges. 

Geographic location is a major determinant, with hospitals in 

different regions charging significantly different prices for the same 

services (Cooper et al., 2018). 

Hospital type and ownership also play a crucial role; for 

instance, for-profit hospitals tend to charge higher prices compared 

to non-profit and public hospitals (Bai & Anderson, 2015). This 

difference in pricing can be attributed to the profit-driven motives of 

for-profit hospitals, which often prioritize revenue generation. These 

individual characteristics can lead to variations in treatment plans 

and resource utilization, further impacting overall charges. 

Understanding these dynamics is essential for developing policies 

that address cost disparities and ensure equitable access. Moreover, 

patient-specific factors such as age, gender, and the presence of 

comorbidities can influence the cost of care (Figueroa et al., 2016). 

Pricing transparency and its implications 

The lack of transparency in hospital pricing has been a persistent 

issue. Patients often face difficulties in obtaining clear and upfront 

information about the costs of their care, which can lead to 

unexpected and burdensome medical bills (Peterson-KFF Health 

System Tracker, 2021). This opacity not only affects patients but 

also complicates efforts to control healthcare costs at a systemic 

level (Brown, 2014). Studies have highlighted the need for improved 

pricing transparency to enhance patient decision-making and 

promote fair competition among healthcare providers (Hussey et al., 

2013). 

Methodologies for analyzing hospital charges 

Researchers have employed various methodologies to study 

hospital charges. One common approach is the use of Diagnosis-

Related Groups (DRGs) to categorize patients with similar clinical 

conditions and resource usage (Evidence Care, n.d.). This method 

allows for a more standardized comparison of hospital charges 

across different institutions. The novelty of using DRGs lies in their 

Torkzadeh



36 The Southern Business and Economic Journal

 

ability to facilitate precise and consistent analysis across diverse 

healthcare settings. Another widely used metric is the coefficient of 

variation, which measures the extent of variability in relation to the 

mean value of the dataset (Tompkins et al., 2006). These 

methodologies provide a robust framework for analyzing and 

understanding the complexities of hospital pricing. 

Impact of hospital charges on healthcare outcomes 

The relationship between hospital charges and healthcare 

outcomes has been explored in several studies. Higher hospital 

charges do not necessarily correlate with better patient outcomes. 

For example, research has shown that hospitals with higher charges 

do not always provide higher quality care (Jha et al., 2009). This 

finding underscores the complexity of healthcare pricing and the 

need for policies that ensure value-based care rather than cost-based 

care (Rosenthal et al., 2013). 

Policy implications and future directions 

The variability in hospital charges has significant policy 

implications. Policymakers are increasingly focusing on strategies to 

enhance pricing transparency and control healthcare costs. Initiatives 

such as the Hospital Price Transparency Rule, which requires 

hospitals to disclose their standard charges for services, aim to 

address these issues (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, 

2020). Future research should continue to explore the impact of such 

policies and develop innovative approaches to ensure equitable and 

transparent healthcare pricing (Frakt, 2011). As can be seen from the 

above literature review on hospital charges, many research studies 

have examined hospital charges as a function of various factors that 

explain their variance, such as geographic location, hospital type, 

and patient characteristics. These studies have provided valuable 

insights into how different elements contribute to the overall cost 

structure in healthcare. Moreover, understanding these factors can 

help policymakers design more targeted interventions to effectively 

reduce unwarranted cost variations. By addressing the root causes of 

price disparities, it is possible to create a more efficient, transparent, 

and fair healthcare system. Additionally, patient education on 

hospital pricing can empower individuals to make more informed 

healthcare decisions. Collaboration between public and private 

sectors is essential to drive meaningful changes in pricing practices. 
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Ultimately, achieving a balance between cost control and quality 

care remains a critical goal for the healthcare system. 

For instance, geographic disparities can lead to significant 

differences in hospital charges, with urban hospitals often charging 

more than their rural counterparts due to higher operational costs and 

demand for services. Similarly, the type of hospital—whether it is 

for-profit, non-profit, or public—can influence pricing strategies and 

charge levels. Patient-specific factors, including age, gender, and the 

presence of comorbidities, further complicate the pricing landscape, 

as they necessitate varying levels of care and resource utilization. 

However, there are also studies that have focused exclusively on 

hospital charges themselves, without linking them to other variables. 

These studies aim to provide a clearer picture of the trends and 

financial challenges faced by hospitals. For example, the American 

Hospital Association (AHA) has published reports that analyze 

hospital charges and costs independently, highlighting the financial 

pressures on hospitals and the implications for healthcare delivery. 

Similarly, the RAND Corporation has conducted studies assessing 

hospital prices paid by private health plans, focusing solely on the 

charges to understand the pricing dynamics in the healthcare market. 

These exclusive analyses of hospital charges are crucial as they offer 

a direct examination of the cost structures and help identify areas 

where pricing reforms may be needed to enhance transparency and 

equity in healthcare (AHA, 2023; RAND Corporation, 2022).  

However, these studies that focused only on hospital charges did 

not examine the variance of hospital charges at the aggregate level of 

Diagnosis-Related Groups (DRG) groups. Furthermore, these studies 

underscore the importance of addressing the financial sustainability 

of hospitals in the face of rising costs. They also highlight the need 

for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of hospital pricing practices 

to ensure fairness and accountability. By focusing on hospital 

charges alone, these analyses provide a foundational understanding 

that can inform broader healthcare policy reforms. These analyses 

have laid the groundwork for understanding the complexities of 

hospital pricing. They have also highlighted the critical role of 

standardized practices in achieving cost consistency. Additionally, 

past research has emphasized the importance of transparency and 

accountability in hospital pricing practices. 
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Our study fulfills this gap in the existing literature by focusing 

on the variance of hospital charges at the DRG level. By analyzing 

hospital charges using DRGs as the unit of analysis, we can provide 

a more standardized and comprehensive understanding of the factors 

driving cost variations. This approach allows us to identify patterns 

and disparities that may not be apparent when examining charges at 

the individual patient level, thereby offering valuable insights for 

policymakers and healthcare providers aiming to improve pricing 

transparency and equity. 

Research hypotheses 

In this study, we aim to investigate the variance in hospital 

charges across different Diagnosis-Related Groups (DRGs). To 

guide our analysis, we have formulated the following hypotheses: 

Null Hypothesis (H0): The variance in hospital charges does not 

differ significantly across DRG groups. 

Alternative Hypothesis (H1): The variance in hospital charges 

differs significantly across DRG groups. 

These hypotheses will be tested using national in-patient data 

from 2019, with the coefficient of variation serving as the primary 

metric for analyzing hospital charge variability. By examining these 

hypotheses, we seek to determine whether there are significant 

differences in the variance of hospital charges when aggregated at 

the DRG level, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of 

hospital pricing dynamics and informing potential policy 

interventions. This study will provide valuable insights into the 

consistency of hospital pricing practices across different DRG 

categories. The results could highlight areas where standardization 

efforts are most needed. Ultimately, our findings aim to support the 

development of policies that promote equitable and transparent 

hospital pricing. Additionally, this research will help identify 

specific DRGs that could benefit from targeted cost management 

strategies. By focusing on these areas, healthcare providers can work 

towards reducing unwarranted charge variability. This approach not 

only enhances pricing transparency but also promotes fairness in 

healthcare delivery. 

Data 
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The National (Nationwide) Inpatient Sample (NIS) is a database 

maintained by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality 

(AHRQ) as part of the Healthcare Cost and Utilization Project 

(HCUP). The NIS is the largest publicly available all-payer inpatient 

healthcare database in the United States, designed to produce 

national and regional estimates of inpatient utilization, access, cost, 

quality, and outcomes. It contains data from more than 7 million 

hospital stays each year, which can be weighed to represent around 

35 million hospitalizations nationally. The NIS includes detailed 

information on patient demographics, diagnoses, procedures, 

discharge status, and hospital characteristics, making it an invaluable 

resource for healthcare research and policy analysis. For this study, 

we are utilizing the NIS data from 2019 to analyze the variance in 

hospital charges across different Diagnosis-Related Groups (DRGs) 

(HCUP-US, 2024). 

For this study, we concentrated on examining the variability in 

hospital charges across various Diagnosis-Related Groups (DRGs). 

Specifically, we computed the coefficient of variation (CV) for total 

hospital charges within each DRG to assess the relative variability of 

these charges. The CV, which is a standardized measure of 

dispersion within a probability distribution or frequency distribution, 

is expressed as a percentage. This metric proves particularly 

advantageous for comparing the degree of variation between 

different data series, even when their mean values differ 

significantly. By employing the CV, we can gain a more nuanced 

understanding of the disparities in hospital charges, thereby 

facilitating more informed analyses and discussions regarding 

healthcare costs. The results could highlight areas where 

standardization efforts are most needed to reduce variance, 

ultimately supporting the development of policies that promote 

equitable and transparent hospital pricing. 

After calculating the CV for all DRGs, we identified the bottom 

20 DRGs with the lowest coefficient of variation, indicating the most 

consistent hospital charges, and the top 20 DRGs with the highest 

coefficient of variation, indicating the most variable hospital 

charges. The selection was based on the CV values calculated from 

the total charges associated with each DRG. DRGs with a higher 

number of cases (Count) provide more robust estimates of variability 

due to the larger sample sizes. This approach ensures that our 
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analysis captures both the most stable and the most fluctuating 

charge patterns across different DRGs. By focusing on these 

extremes, we can better understand the factors contributing to cost 

consistency and variability in hospital billing practices. 

Data processing 

The data processing involved several key steps: 

1. Data Cleaning: We cleaned the dataset by removing any 

records with missing or anomalous values in the total 

charges or DRG codes to ensure the accuracy of our 

analysis. This step was crucial to maintain the integrity and 

reliability of the subsequent calculations. 

2. Calculating Coefficient of Variation: For each DRG, we 

calculated the CV of total hospital charges using the 

formula: 

CV=
!"

#"
$%&&' 

where σ is the standard deviation and μ is the mean value of the total 

charges for that DRG. This calculation allowed us to quantify the 

relative variability of charges within each DRG. Variance is best 

measured statistically by the standard deviation, which provides a 

clear indication of the spread of data points. The standard deviation, 

often symbolized by sigma (σ), is a crucial metric in understanding 

variability. 

3. Ranking DRGs: We ranked the DRGs based on their CV 

values in ascending order to identify the DRGs with the 

lowest variability and in descending order to identify those 

with the highest variability. This ranking facilitated a clear 

comparison of charge consistency across different DRGs. 

4. Selection of Top DRGs: We selected the bottom 20 DRGs 

with the lowest CVs and the top 20 DRGs with the highest 

CVs for detailed analysis.  This selection enabled us to focus 

on the extremes of charge variability, providing insights into 

the most and least predictable hospital charges. 

Findings 



41

The DRGs with the lowest coefficient of variation (see Figure 1 

and Table 1) predominantly consist of high-cost, highly 

standardized surgical procedures and treatments. Figure 1 below 

shows the DRGs with the most consistent charges, displaying the 

coefficient of variation for each DRG in a horizontal bar chart. 

Figure 1: Bottom 20 DRGs with the Lowest Variance 

 

Table 1 below lists the DRGs that exhibit the most consistent 

hospital charges, indicating less variability in pricing for these 

groups. It includes the DRG code, DRG description, coefficient of 

variation, and the number of cases. 

 

 

 

 

 

Torkzadeh



42 The Southern Business and Economic Journal

 

DRG DRG Description 

CV of 

Total 

Charges 

Count 

6 Liver transplant  45.3 450 

10 Pancreas transplant 50.2 22 

63 Ischemic stroke 50.5 1,348 

267 Cardiac valve replacement  50.5 9,659 

225 Cardiac defibrillator implant 50.9 791 

8 Pancreas and kidney transplant 52.9 167 

221 Major cardiothoracic procedures  55.2 1,484 

652 Kidney transplant 55.2 4,200 

227 Cardiac defibrillator implant  55.3 2,623 

232 Coronary bypass  55.7 412 

735 Radical hysterectomy  56.1 378 

223 Cardiac implant with catheterization 56.3 263 

236 Coronary bypass w/o catheterization 56.4 10,749 

262 Cardiac pacemaker revision 56.4 638 

247 Percutaneous with drug-eluting stent 56.7 54,249 

62 Ischemic stroke 56.8 5,924 

343 Appendectomy  56.9 11,804 

798 Vaginal delivery with sterilization 57.1 6,351 

274 Other intracardiac procedures  57.1 11,733 

259 Cardiac pacemaker replacement 57.2 442 

For instance, DRG 006 (Liver Transplant without MCC) exhibits 

the most consistent charges among 763 DRG, with a CV of 45.3 

percent across 450 cases. Liver transplants are complex procedures 

that follow well-established medical protocols, leading to 

standardized costs across hospitals. Similarly, DRG 652 (Kidney 

Transplant), with a CV of 55.2 percent over 4,200 cases, 

demonstrates low variability due to the standardized nature of the 

procedure and strict adherence to clinical guidelines. These findings 
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suggest that procedures with well-defined protocols and consistent 

clinical practices tend to have more predictable costs. 

Additionally, the high volume of cases for these DRGs 

contributes to the robustness of the observed low variability, 

reinforcing the importance of standardized care in achieving cost 

consistency. Furthermore, the consistency in charges for these DRGs 

highlights the effectiveness of standardized medical protocols in 

reducing cost variability. This underscores the potential benefits of 

expanding standardized practices to other procedures to achieve 

similar cost predictability. Future research should explore the impact 

of standardization on a broader range of DRGs to further enhance 

healthcare cost management. 

Several factors may contribute to the low variability observed in 

these DRGs. The standardization of care plays a crucial role; 

procedures like organ transplants often adhere to stringent clinical 

guidelines and protocols, minimizing deviations in practice patterns 

across different hospitals. Additionally, the high fixed costs 

associated with specialized equipment and surgical teams can result 

in similar charges, as hospitals have less flexibility to adjust prices. 

Regulatory oversight and specific reimbursement structures, 

such as bundled payments, can further standardize charges for these 

procedures. High-volume DRGs benefit from economies of scale, 

reducing cost variability due to the large number of cases processed. 

Furthermore, the consistency in pre- and post-operative care 

protocols ensures uniformity in the overall treatment process. This 

uniformity not only helps in maintaining predictable costs but also 

enhances the quality of care provided to patients. The combination of 

these factors underscores the importance of standardized medical 

practices in achieving cost efficiency and reliability. 

Despite the benefits of standardization, it is important to 

recognize potential challenges in implementing such practices across 

all DRGs. Variability in patient conditions and the complexity of 

certain procedures can make standardization difficult. Additionally, 

hospitals may face resistance to change due to established practices 

and financial incentives tied to current pricing models.  
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Furthermore, the integration of advanced data analytics can help 

identify areas where standardization is most feasible and beneficial. 

Continuous education and training for healthcare professionals are 

also essential to ensure adherence to standardized protocols. By 

fostering a culture of continuous improvement, the healthcare system 

can gradually overcome barriers to standardization. Ultimately, 

achieving a balance between standardization and individualized 

patient care is crucial for optimizing both cost efficiency and 

treatment outcomes. 

In contrast, the DRGs with the highest coefficient of variation 

(see Figure 2 and Table 2) are often associated with complex 

medical conditions, unpredictable treatment courses, and significant 

comorbidities.  

Figure 2: Top 20 DRGs with the Highest Variance

 

Table 2 below presents the DRGs with the most variable hospital 

charges, highlighting disparities in pricing. It also includes the DRG 

code, description, coefficient of variation, and the number of cases. 
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Table 2: Top 20 DRGs with the Highest Variance 

DRG DRG Description 

CV of 

Total 

Charges 

Count 

789 Neonates died or transferred 369.3 15496 

999 Ungroupable 335.9 6267 

553 Bone diseases 317.4 1,069 

793 Full term neonate 294 44,227 

814 Reticuloendothelial disorders 280 1013 

886 Behavioral disorders 273.3 3117 

919 Complications of treatment 242.2 7,607 

813 Coagulation disorders 242.2 9,419 

642 Disorders of metabolism 233.5 1,996 

808 Major hematological with mcc 228.3 4512 

826 Myeloproliferative disorders 207 440 

154 ENT major 205 1095 

606 Minor skin disorders  199.2 984 

935 Non-extensive burns 197.5 3160 

671 Urethral procedures 197 180 

792 Prematurity w/o major probs 190.4 32,811 

810 Major hematological w/o mcc 187.6 1,820 

951 Misc factors influencing health 187.3 14,206 

779 Abortion without D&C 186 1,707 

116 Intraocular with cc/mcc 184.8 364 

For example, DRG 789 (Neonates, Died or Transferred to 

Another Acute Care Facility) shows the highest variability, with a 

CV of 369.3 percent across 15,496 cases. The charges for this DRG 

can vary widely due to differences in the duration of hospital stay, 

the required interventions, and the level of neonatal care needed. 

Similarly, DRG 793 (Full Term Neonate with Major Problems) 

exhibits a CV of 294.0 percent over 44,227 cases, reflecting the 
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substantial variability in treatment needs for neonates with major 

health issues. 

These high CV values indicate that the costs associated with 

these DRGs are influenced by a multitude of factors, including the 

severity of the condition, the specific treatments administered, and 

the individual responses to those treatments. Additionally, the 

necessity for specialized care and the potential for extended hospital 

stays further contribute to the wide range of charges observed. This 

variability underscores the challenges in managing and predicting 

costs for patients with complex and severe medical conditions.  

The high variability in these DRGs can be attributed to several 

factors. Clinical complexity and uncertainty are significant 

contributors; patients in these groups often present with multiple 

comorbidities or complications, making their care needs 

unpredictable and leading to varying resource utilization. 

Differences in treatment approaches across hospitals, due to a lack of 

standardized protocols for certain conditions, can result in varied 

care strategies and charges. 

Variations in the length of hospital stays, especially for patients 

requiring intensive care or specialized services, also can impact total 

charges significantly. Furthermore, regional and institutional 

differences, such as variations in hospital resources, staffing, and 

regional cost structures, contribute to charge disparities across 

different facilities. 

The interplay of these factors creates a challenging environment 

for cost management, as hospitals must adapt to the unique needs of 

each patient. Additionally, the evolving nature of medical 

technology and treatment options can introduce further variability, as 

newer, often more expensive, interventions become available. 

Developing strategies to address these challenges is essential for 

ensuring both cost efficiency and high-quality care. Enhanced data 

collection and analysis can help identify patterns and inform better 

resource allocation. Collaboration among healthcare providers, 

insurers, and policymakers is crucial to create effective solutions. 

Ultimately, understanding and managing cost variability in complex 

cases is vital for improving healthcare delivery and financial 

sustainability. 
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Comparing the DRGs with the lowest and highest CVs 

underscores the significant impact of procedure standardization on 

hospital charge consistency. Standardized procedures tend to exhibit 

lower variability due to established protocols and predictable 

resource needs, which streamline the care process and minimize 

deviations. In contrast, conditions that are less predictable and more 

complex show higher variability in charges, reflecting the diverse 

and often unforeseen resource requirements. This contrast highlights 

the importance of standardizing care where it is possible to reduce 

unwarranted variability and promote equitable healthcare pricing. By 

implementing standardized protocols, healthcare providers can 

achieve more consistent and transparent pricing, ultimately 

enhancing the fairness and efficiency of the healthcare system. 

Additionally, standardization can improve patient outcomes by 

ensuring that all patients receive the same high-quality care, 

regardless of where they are treated. Furthermore, it can lead to 

better resource management and allocation within hospitals. This 

approach not only benefits patients but also supports the financial 

sustainability of healthcare institutions. Moreover, it can facilitate 

more accurate budgeting and financial planning for healthcare 

providers. Standardization also aids in the training and development 

of healthcare professionals by providing clear guidelines and 

expectations. Finally, it can enhance patient satisfaction by reducing 

the uncertainty and stress associated with variable healthcare costs. 

Implications 

The variability in hospital charges has direct implications for 

both patients and payers. High variability can lead to financial 

uncertainty for patients, resulting in unexpected medical bills and 

potential financial strain. This unpredictability can be particularly 

burdensome for those without comprehensive insurance coverage, 

exacerbating financial stress and potentially leading to delayed or 

foregone medical care. For insurance providers, this variability 

complicates cost estimation and premium setting, potentially leading 

to higher administrative costs and increased insurance premiums for 

consumers.  

From a policy perspective, these findings emphasize the need for 

initiatives that enhance pricing transparency and promote the 

standardization of care. Encouraging hospitals to make their charge 
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data publicly available can help patients make informed decisions 

and foster competition based on cost and quality. Implementing 

standardized billing practices and uniform billing codes can reduce 

confusion and variability in charges.  

Additionally, developing evidence-based clinical guidelines for 

conditions with high charge variability can reduce unwarranted 

differences in care and costs. Adopting value-based payment models, 

such as bundled payments and quality incentives, can align 

reimbursement with quality outcomes rather than volume, 

encouraging providers to focus on effective and efficient care 

delivery. 

Addressing the high variability in certain DRGs, particularly 

those involving complex and unpredictable cases, requires targeted 

interventions. Improving care coordination and patient management 

strategies for these conditions can help reduce variability. Investing 

in research to better understand and manage complex conditions can 

lead to more standardized care approaches, ultimately benefiting 

patients and the healthcare system. Additionally, the availability of 

specialized medical resources and expertise can vary significantly 

between institutions. This disparity further contributes to the wide 

range of charges observed for these complex DRGs. 

Limitations 

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this analysis. 

The study relies on hospital charge data, which may not accurately 

reflect actual costs or payments received due to negotiated rates with 

insurers and variations in patient insurance coverage. External 

factors such as regional economic conditions, hospital teaching 

status, and patient socioeconomic status can influence hospital 

charges but are not directly accounted for in the CV calculation. 

Additionally, changes in DRG definitions or coding practices over 

time can affect comparability and interpretation of results. Another 

limitation is that this analysis is cross-sectional, not a temporal 

longitudinal study, which limits the ability to observe changes and 

trends over time. Finally, the study does not account for potential 

differences in hospital efficiency and resource utilization, which can 

also impact charge variability. Also, the analysis does not consider 

the impact of hospital-specific pricing strategies, which can vary 
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widely and affect charge consistency. This omission may lead to an 

incomplete understanding of the factors driving variability in 

hospital charges. 

Considerations for future Research 

For future research, examining the relationship between hospital 

charges, actual costs, and reimbursement rates can provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the financial dynamics in 

healthcare. Investigating whether variability in charges correlates 

with patient outcomes can shed light on the value provided at 

different cost levels. Qualitative studies involving hospital 

administrators and clinicians can uncover insights into the reasons 

behind charge variability. Analyzing variability across different 

regions and patient demographics can identify disparities and inform 

targeted interventions to promote equity in healthcare access and 

pricing. 

Future research should also explore the impact of emerging 

technologies, such as telemedicine and electronic health records, on 

hospital charge variability. Understanding how these innovations 

influence cost structures and patient outcomes can provide valuable 

insights for policymakers and healthcare providers. Collaborative 

efforts between researchers, healthcare institutions, and 

policymakers are essential to develop effective strategies that ensure 

fair and transparent pricing in the healthcare system. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study highlights significant disparities in the 

variability of hospital charges across different DRGs. Procedures 

that are standardized and follow well-established protocols tend to 

exhibit lower variability in charges, while complex medical 

conditions with unpredictable care needs show higher variability. 

These findings emphasize the importance of policies promoting 

pricing transparency, standardization of care, and value-based 

payment models to reduce unwarranted charge variability. By 

addressing these issues, healthcare stakeholders can work towards a 

more equitable and efficient healthcare system that benefits patients, 

providers, and payers alike. 

Torkzadeh
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This study contributes to existing knowledge by providing a 

detailed analysis of hospital charge variability across different 

DRGs, offering valuable insights into the factors influencing cost 

consistency. By highlighting the impact of standardized protocols on 

reducing charge variability, the research underscores the potential 

benefits of expanding these practices to other medical procedures. 

Additionally, the study's findings support the development of 

targeted policy interventions aimed at promoting pricing 

transparency and equity in healthcare.  

The comprehensive examination of high and low variability 

DRGs also provides a foundation for future research to explore cost 

management strategies in greater depth. Furthermore, the study's 

emphasis on value-based payment models aligns with current 

healthcare reform efforts, advocating for a system that rewards 

quality and efficiency. By addressing unwarranted charge variability, 

the research contributes to the ongoing discourse on healthcare cost 

containment and resource optimization. Ultimately, this study offers 

practical recommendations that can inform policy decisions and 

improve the overall sustainability of the healthcare system. 
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Abstract 

This study explores how servant leadership cultivates follower 

engagement and support for the organizational vision within a 

nonprofit setting. It investigates the underlying factors driving 

followers’ commitment to a servant leader’s vision and identifies 

important leader characteristics that inspire engagement and 

collaboration. As a qualitative exploratory design, semi-structured 

interviews were utilized to gather insights from 10 non-executive 

employees at a large nonprofit organization. Data were analyzed using 

thematic analysis with the support of NVivo software. Five primary 

themes emerged: (1) commitment to employee development, (2) 

empowerment, (3) appreciation of followers, (4) integrity, and (5) 

providing clear direction for the vision. Results indicate that followers 

are highly motivated to engage with and support the servant leader’s 

vision. Despite evidence of servant leadership’s effectiveness in for-

profit settings, limited research has explored its impact on follower 

engagement and vision support in nonprofit contexts. The findings 

provide novel insights into how servant leaders engage followers to 

realize a shared vision, offering a deeper understanding of the 

dynamics that foster engagement. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 Leadership is a critical factor in the success of both nonprofit and 

for-profit organizations, as it directly influences follower engagement 

and commitment (Kiersch & Peters, 2017). In today's dynamic 

environment, effective leadership is essential for guiding teams 

toward achieving organizational goals (Covelli & Mason, 2017). To 

cultivate engagement, leaders must build trust and align followers 

with a shared vision (Kimakwa et. al, 2023; Mburu et al., 2020). This 

study aims to understand how servant leaders inspire followers to 

engage with and actively support a shared vision. 

 Researchers have examined various leadership styles and their 

influence on organizational outcomes (Aritz et al., 2017; Gandolfi et 

al., 2017). Among these, servant leadership prioritizes followers’ 

needs above the leader’s (Greenleaf, 1998). Despite its suitability for 

nonprofit settings (Allen et al., 2018), research on servant leadership 

in nonprofit organizations remains limited, with most studies 

emphasizing its application in for-profit sectors (Sfetcu, 2021). 

Moreover, few studies have explored how servant leadership fosters 

follower engagement in realizing a shared vision (Aboramadan et al., 

2022; Akdol & Arikboga, 2017). 

 Given the evolving demands of the workplace and the growing 

emphasis on servant leadership (Augustine, 2021), understanding how 

leaders can motivate employees to support and contribute to 

organizational vision is paramount (Bocean et al., 2018). This study 

addresses this gap by examining how servant leaders engage followers 

and the key leadership traits that encourage support for the vision 

within a nonprofit organization. 

 Through an exploratory qualitative methodology, this study 

explored how leaders influence followers to engage with a vision. Its 

essential contribution lies in examining followers' experiences in 

leadership, offering insights into why employees support and follow a 

servant leader's vision. Understanding why followers value a leader's 

ideas and concepts is central to fostering engagement and support 

(Sousa & van Dierendonck, 2017). While previous research highlights 

that followers appreciate the servant leader’s message, which 

encourages alignment with the organization's vision (Kashyap & 

Rangnekar, 2016; Lacroix & Armin, 2017), the specific reasons 
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behind follower engagement with servant leaders remain 

underexplored (Linuesa-Langreo et al., 2018; Shim et al., 2016; Sousa 

& van Dierendonck, 2017). 

 

2. Background 

 

 Servant leadership, introduced by Greenleaf (1977), emphasizes 

placing followers' needs first, with the leader’s primary goal being to 

serve others. This leadership style is distinguished by its focus on the 

humanistic aspects of leadership, such as fostering trust, empathy, and 

community (Coetzer et al., 2017). Research indicates that servant 

leaders nurture followers’ development and build a strong 

commitment to organizational vision (Irving & Berndt, 2017; 

Washington et al., 2014). However, limited studies have explored 

what inspires followers to engage with a servant leader’s vision 

(Berger, 2014; Huang et al., 2016). 

 

 The effectiveness of servant leadership has been debated for 

decades (Greenleaf, 1977; Irving & Berndt, 2017; van Dierendonck & 

Nuijten, 2011), leading to some confusion regarding its understanding 

and value (Parris & Peachey, 2013). Research indicates that servant 

leaders' deep knowledge of human behavior is essential for developing 

future leaders (Cote, 2017; Hackett & Wang, 2012; Lynch, 2015; 

Notgrass, 2014; Zhang et al., 2014). However, limited studies have 

explored how servant leaders influence follower behavior. Scholars 

have called for a deeper exploration of the relationship between 

servant leaders and followers, particularly how they inspire belief in 

and engagement with the leader’s vision (Berger, 2014; Huang et al., 

2016; Kashyap & Rangnekar, 2014; Pearse, 2017; Washington et al., 

2014; Young & Dollarhide, 2017). 

 

 Servant leadership is characterized by a solid moral compass, a 

desire to serve, and a focus on the follower (Williams et al., 2017). 

Research indicates servant leaders are goal-oriented, build trust, and 

promote a clear vision (Heine et. al, 2023). However, it remains to be 

seen why followers become engaged with the vision of their servant 

leader (Gotsis & Grimani, 2016; Parris & Peachey, 2013; Schneider 

& Jones, 2017; Washington et al., 2006). Previous studies have shown 

the positive effects of servant leadership on employee and customer 

perceptions (Huang et al., 2016), employee commitment (Caldwell, 

2017), retention (Kashyap & Rangnekar, 2016), organizational 
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citizenship behaviors (Swearingen, et al. 2024), crisis management 

(Schowalter & Volmer, 2024), and overall success (Akdol & 

Arikboga, 2017). Servant leadership traits such as sincerity, integrity, 

humility, and courage significantly influence work engagement and 

creativity (Coetzer et al., 2017). Additionally, servant leaders who 

demonstrate ethics and trust have reported improved job performance 

and reduced turnover among employees (Caldwell et al., 2017; Kim 

& Kim, 2017). Servant leaders do not perceive themselves as bosses; 

rather, they view their role as stewards who listen to employees, are 

open to new ideas, and garner trust to enhance employees’ 

productivity (Khan et. al, 2024). 

 

 Like transformational leaders, servant leaders are driven by vision, 

empowerment, and encouragement (Iqbal et. al, 2023). The literature 

largely agrees that servant leaders are visionary, supportive, inclusive, 

nurturing, and trusting (Aleksic, 2016; Schneider & Jones, 2017; 

Setyaningrum, 2017). While research suggests that followers play a 

crucial role in defining leaders—where the interaction among 

followers influences the success of the leader’s focus (Aleksic, 

2016)—a gap exists in understanding how leaders influence followers 

and why followers choose to adapt, engage, and support a leader’s 

vision. Servant leaders aim to serve others and inspire followers to 

embrace their vision. Scholars have called for further research into 

why followers engage with servant leaders and support their vision to 

achieve shared goals (Andersen, 2009; Pearse, 2017; Winston & 

Fields, 2015; Young & Dollarhide, 2017). 

 

 In the existing literature on servant leadership, there are several 

contradictions and limitations that should be addressed. While much 

of the research has focused on the positive influence of servant leaders 

on followers, there is a notable lack of exploration into why followers 

choose to engage with the leader, leaving an important gap in the 

literature. Another limitation is the generalizability of findings, as 

many studies focus on specific organizational contexts, making 

applying results across diverse industries difficult (Canavesi & 

Minelli, 2022). Additionally, many studies have relied heavily on 

quantitative methods, prioritizing statistical justification over in-depth 

qualitative exploration, which may limit the understanding of the 

subjective experiences of followers. However, this limitation 

overlooks the ability of qualitative methods to uncover deeper 

motivations and perceptions that quantitative data alone cannot 

explain. The existing literature also reveals a tendency to focus on the 
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“how” of leadership, rather than the “why,” which could provide a 

more holistic view of follower engagement and the effectiveness of 

servant leadership. By addressing these contradictions, future research 

could better balance quantitative and qualitative approaches to 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of servant leadership 

and its impact. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

 This qualitative study was conducted within a large nonprofit 

organization in the Southwestern United States, which employs over 

1,000 individuals. To ensure a variety of perspectives, participants 

were selected from non-executive roles and consisted of ten 

employees. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews 

using open-ended questions based on Liden et al.'s (2008, 2015) 

research. All interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed, and 

analyzed using thematic analysis supported by NVivo software. 

 

 Prior to the interviews, participants were briefed on the purpose of 

the study and their rights, including confidentiality and the option to 

withdraw at any time. They were also asked to provide signed consent 

for recording. To ensure a consistent understanding of the study’s 

focus, participants were given a definition of servant leadership. 

Interviews ranged from 35 to 60 minutes, with an average duration of 

50 minutes. 

 

 Thematic analysis was employed to identify patterns and themes 

within the data. Transcripts were meticulously reviewed multiple 

times, and the original recordings were used for verification. NVivo 

12 software facilitated the organization and interpretation of data, 

helping to filter out redundant information and ensure a coherent 

analysis. Member checking was utilized to confirm the accuracy and 

credibility of the findings. Participants had the opportunity to review 

and refine their transcripts, ensuring their responses were captured 

accurately. This iterative process enabled the identification of key 

themes that reflected the influence of servant leadership within the 

organization and offered deeper insights into shared experiences and 

organizational dynamics. 

 

 To mitigate interview bias during data collection, several strategies 

were implemented to ensure the accuracy and integrity of the data. 

First, neutral, open-ended questions were employed to encourage 
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participants to share their experiences freely without leading them 

toward specific answers (Seidman, 2013). Telephone interviews were 

used to create a comfortable, secure environment that minimized 

interviewer influence, allowing participants to speak candidly. The 

interview process included consistent questions across participants to 

maintain uniformity and prevent unintended bias. Additionally, 

member checking was utilized, giving participants the opportunity to 

review and revise their transcripts to ensure accuracy and alignment 

with their intended meaning, reducing misinterpretations or bias in 

transcription and analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Confidentiality 

and anonymity measures further helped to minimize social desirability 

bias, encouraging honest feedback. The interviews were recorded 

digitally and professionally transcribed, with audio recordings serving 

as a backup to ensure accuracy. Finally, NVivo 12 software was 

employed for systematic coding and thematic analysis, preserving 

objectivity by identifying patterns without relying on subjective 

interpretation.  

 

4. Findings 

 

 Through the analysis of transcripts, audio recordings, and careful 

reflection on the interviews, five major themes emerged from the 

participants' words. By focusing on personal experiences and 

involvement (Bevan, 2014), the analysis uncovered the following 

themes: (1) focus on the success and development of people, (2) 

empowerment of individuals, (3) appreciation of followers, (4) 

integrity, and (5) providing direction for the vision (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Overall Themes as Referenced by Participants 

 

Participants 

 

Focus on the 

success and 

development 

of people. 

 

Empowerment 

of individuals 

 

Appreciation of 

Integrity 

followers 

 

 

P1 

P2 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

P3 X X X X 

P4 X X X X 

P5 

P6 

X 

X 

X X 

X 

X 

X 
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Theme 1: Focus on Success and Development of People 

 

 All participants emphasized that the CEO is deeply committed to 

fostering employee growth, the organization’s prosperity, and the 

well-being of the communities they serve. The CEO was described as 

someone who genuinely believes in people's potential to overcome 

challenges and better their lives. This was echoed by Participant P2, 

who noted, “The preparation and the time the CEO invests in the 

company powerfully speak about their commitment. The CEO goes 

out of their way to help people daily and likes to see them excel. They 

are out there doing what they would ask others to do.” This dedication 

to supporting others' growth resonates throughout the organization, 

inspiring employees to believe in their own potential and the 

organization’s mission. 

 

 Several participants, such as P4, shared how the CEO’s 

communication methods, including videos and newsletters, 

consistently highlight employees' achievements rather than their own. 

P4 stated, “I never hear the CEO say ‘I did this’ or take credit for 

anything. It’s always, we did that.’ This reflects a ‘what I say is what 

I do’ leadership style.” This focus on collective success and 

development fosters a culture of shared pride and teamwork, aligning 

with the organization’s values and contributing to a supportive work 

environment. 

 

 Participant P5 shared a particularly compelling story of an 

individual who was homeless and in need of employment. 

Recognizing the individual's potential, the CEO directed the 

department manager to interview the candidate for an entry-level 

position. Today, this individual is a department manager, having 

benefited from the organization’s developmental programs. P5 

explained, “This story serves as a strong message to all employees, 

motivating them to seize the opportunities provided by the 

organization and advance their own careers.” The emphasis on 

employee development was seen as central to the organization’s 
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success and as a reflection of the CEO’s commitment to supporting 

others. 

 

Theme 2: Empowerment of Individuals 

 

 Seven participants reported feeling empowered to make decisions 

within their roles and take initiative in contributing to the 

organization’s mission. They expressed that this autonomy enhanced 

their job satisfaction and commitment. For example, Participant P8 

shared, “Within my first week of employment, I was already 

interacting with the CEO. It was encouraging to come up with a 

product, present it, and receive direct positive feedback from the 

CEO.” This immediate access to leadership and the openness to new 

ideas created a sense of ownership and pride in their contributions. 

 

 Participant P9 echoed this sentiment, sharing their experience of 

proposing an idea and the positive reception it received: “If I have an 

idea that can help support the mission of the organization, I’m given 

the freedom to do it. I love what I do, and this empowerment motivates 

me to give my best every day.” Such empowerment was perceived as 

a consistent theme among participants, indicating a culture that values 

innovation, recognizes individual contributions, and supports taking 

calculated risks. 

 

 Participants noted that the criteria for implementing new ideas 

included ensuring they aligned with the organization’s values and did 

not create undue hardship for others. This environment of trust and 

encouragement was seen as vital for fostering creativity and 

engagement. 

 

Theme 3: Appreciation of Followers 

 

 All participants agreed that the CEO and management team 

demonstrated genuine appreciation for employees and community 

members. Six participants had direct contact with the CEO and 

regularly witnessed their positive interactions. Participant P3 shared, 

“The management team jumps in and works alongside us, 

contributing to the vision of helping others learn how to help 

themselves. Their willingness to help shows their appreciation for 

what we do, and at the end of the day, we all smile at each other and 

acknowledge that it was a good day. That makes me want to come 

back and help out more.” This story illustrates the profound impact of 
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the CEO’s appreciation on employees' motivation and desire to 

contribute. 

 

 Participants highlighted that the CEO’s appreciation went beyond 

words—it was reflected in actions and reinforced through various 

recognition programs, personal interactions, and celebrations of 

employee successes. This sincere acknowledgment created a strong 

sense of belonging and pride among employees, reinforcing their 

commitment to the organization’s mission. 

 

Theme 4: Integrity 

 

 Integrity was a recurring theme, with nine participants sharing 

firsthand observations of the CEO’s honesty and ethical behavior. 

Participant P7 remarked, “The CEO is honest and demonstrates 

integrity in every interaction. When asked questions, they don’t pause 

to think about how the answer will make them look but respond in a 

way that’s best for the organization and those we serve. The CEO does 

not appear concerned about themselves, only about the welfare of the 

employees and the community.” This perception of integrity built a 

strong foundation of trust between the leadership and employees, 

fostering an environment where employees felt secure in voicing 

concerns and contributing ideas. 

 

Theme 5: Providing Direction for the Vision 

 

 All participants expressed strong belief in the organization’s 

vision, attributing their commitment to the CEO’s ability to clearly 

communicate and embody this vision. Participant P8 recounted a story 

about how the CEO’s involvement in a program to help local youth 

obtain their GEDs significantly impacted the community. “The CEO 

agreed to offer a higher-than-minimum wage and additional 

incentives for those willing to take on the challenge of earning their 

GEDs. Several individuals participated, and some went on to 

complete college degrees and pursue new career opportunities.” This 

story illustrates how the CEO’s actions aligned with the organization’s 

mission, inspiring both employees and community members to strive 

for better outcomes. 

 

 The CEO’s ability to articulate the vision and create actionable 

plans around it reinforced employees’ alignment with the 

organization’s goals. All participants emphasized that the CEO’s 
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direction and support for the vision were critical in maintaining their 

motivation and dedication. As Participant P8 noted, “Being 

empowered to propose ideas and seeing them implemented gives us a 

sense of purpose and strengthens our connection to the organization.” 

 

 The identified themes—focusing on the success and development 

of people, empowerment of individuals, appreciation of followers, 

integrity, and providing direction for the vision—are interrelated and 

collectively contribute to a deeper understanding of servant 

leadership’s impact on follower engagement. The emphasis on 

developing people and empowering individuals creates a supportive 

environment where employees feel valued and motivated to contribute 

to the organization’s mission. This empowerment is reinforced by the 

CEO’s appreciation of followers, which strengthens a sense of 

belonging and fosters loyalty, as employees are not only encouraged 

to grow but also recognized for their contributions. Integrity plays a 

crucial role in building trust between the leader and followers, 

ensuring that employees feel secure in sharing ideas and concerns. 

Finally, a clear and inspiring leadership vision integrates these 

elements by providing a shared purpose that aligns personal 

development with organizational success. Together, these themes 

illustrate how servant leadership cultivates an environment where 

followers are engaged, committed, and aligned with the leader’s 

vision, ultimately driving organizational effectiveness and community 

impact. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

 This study demonstrates that servant leadership fosters trust and 

loyalty among followers, with many wanting to emulate the CEO's 

behavior toward others. The interviews allowed participants to share 

their perceptions of the CEO, their beliefs, and commitment to the 

organization's vision. The analysis revealed five key themes: (1) focus 

on the success and development of people, (2) empowerment of 

individuals, (3) appreciation of followers, (4) integrity, and (5) 

providing direction for the vision. Of these, all participants identified 

four as the most influential for engaging with the leader: focus on 

others' success, appreciation of followers, integrity, and vision 

direction. Additionally, seven participants emphasized empowerment 

as a significant motivator in their commitment to the leader's vision. 
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 Participants described the organization's culture and environment 

as positive and supportive, attributing this to the CEO’s 

encouragement of employees and community members to pursue 

development opportunities and strive for self-improvement. They 

expressed gratitude for the CEO’s genuine care and concern for 

individuals, emphasizing that the CEO treats people as valued 

individuals, not just as workers. The CEO was seen as a leader who 

actively engages with others, asking about their families, needs, and 

personal challenges. Participants provided examples of the CEO's 

involvement in employee activities such as fashion shows, talent 

shows, birthday celebrations, and success celebrations, highlighting 

the CEO's commitment to helping others succeed. 

 

 When discussing their commitment to the organization's success, 

all participants revealed a strong sense of an internal calling to seek 

employment there, with many attributing their dedication to the 

CEO’s influence. Several mentioned feeling guided by a force beyond 

themselves, suggesting their commitment extended beyond monetary 

rewards. Participants unanimously expressed that the CEO’s actions 

and commitment encouraged them to reflect on and follow their 

internal convictions. The CEO's genuine concern, care, and 

compassion for people were key to their desire to stay and contribute 

to the organization’s vision. Additionally, participants highlighted the 

CEO’s openness to new ideas, drive for meaningful change, and 

ability to provide clear direction as influential factors in their decision 

to remain with the organization and support the leader’s vision. 

 

 All 10 participants emphasized that the CEO's ability to provide 

direction for the vision was crucial to their engagement and 

commitment to achieving the organization’s goals. They placed a high 

value on this theme, with the CEO fostering an environment that 

encouraged trying new ideas with the understanding that failure was 

part of the process: "We will never know if it works until we try it." 

Being empowered to propose ideas strengthened employees’ 

commitment and gave them a sense of purpose. One participant shared 

their pride and joy when seeing their unique idea implemented, noting 

that it reinforced their connection to the organization. They credited 

the CEO’s supportive environment for inspiring them to seek ways to 

improve things for everyone continuously. 

 

 All 10 participants emphasized that the CEO's ability to provide 

direction for the vision was crucial to their engagement and 
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commitment to achieving the organization’s goals. They placed a high 

value on this theme, with the CEO fostering an environment that 

encouraged trying new ideas with the understanding that failure was 

part of the process: "We will never know if it works until we try it." 

Being empowered to propose ideas strengthened employees’ 

commitment and gave them a sense of purpose. One participant shared 

their pride and joy when seeing their unique idea implemented, noting 

that it reinforced their connection to the organization. They credited 

the CEO’s supportive environment for inspiring them to continuously 

seek ways to improve things for everyone. 

 

 The findings of this study are rooted in the theoretical foundations 

of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977). The five major themes—

focusing on the success and development of people, empowering 

individuals, appreciation of followers, integrity, and providing 

direction for the vision—are consistent with the core principles of 

servant leadership, which emphasizes serving others, fostering trust, 

and promoting growth and well-being. The theme of "focusing on the 

success and development of people" aligns with Greenleaf’s concept 

of stewardship and commitment to the growth of others, as the leader 

actively seeks to enhance the lives and skills of employees and 

community members through opportunities for development. 

Similarly, the theme of empowerment reflects the servant leader's 

ability to give followers the freedom to take initiative and learn from 

failure, promoting a culture of trust and self-confidence. The theme of 

appreciation of followers ties directly to compassionate love, a central 

tenet of servant leadership, wherein the leader demonstrates care, 

empathy, and forgiveness, fostering loyalty and engagement among 

followers. The theme of integrity builds trust and ensures the 

alignment of the leader’s actions with their words. Finally, the theme 

of providing direction for the vision aligns with the servant leader’s 

role in articulating a clear and motivating vision, inspiring followers 

to work toward a common purpose. These findings not only reinforce 

the principles of servant leadership but also highlight the practical 

application of these theories in creating an engaging, empowering, and 

supportive organizational culture. Additionally, these findings can be 

connected to Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) which emphasizes 

the reciprocal nature of relationships. In this study, the leader’s focus 

on employee development, empowerment, and appreciation creates a 

positive exchange, where employees feel valued and supported, 

motivating them to contribute to the organization’s success. Social 

Exchange Theory suggests that such reciprocal relationships foster 
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trust and commitment, which were evident in the study, as employees 

reciprocated the leaders’ investment in them by demonstrating 

increased engagement and loyalty to the organizational vision. This 

reciprocal dynamic strengthens the relationship between the leader 

and followers, further enhancing the organizational culture and the 

achievement of shared goals and vision. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

 This research offers valuable insight into how servant leaders 

engage followers to support the organization's vision. Merging servant 

leadership with other leadership styles presents an opportunity to 

enhance individual and organizational success. By integrating servant 

leadership principles with existing leadership approaches, leaders can 

become more effective in engaging followers and achieving 

objectives and visions. Leadership has the power to inspire individuals 

to exceed their perceived limits by influencing, guiding, empowering, 

developing, and motivating them toward a shared vision (Greer, 

2016). To attract and engage value-driven employees, organizations 

should foster a culture and values that encourage followers to connect 

with leaders and actively contribute to the organization's mission 

(Newman et al., 2017). 

 

 Nonprofit leaders can enhance organizational effectiveness and 

foster a culture of trust, empowerment, and appreciation by focusing 

on employee development, integrity, and clear communication of their 

vision. Investing in employee growth through training, mentorship, 

and educational resources nurtures loyalty and motivation, driving 

engagement and organizational success. Empowering employees with 

autonomy to make decisions and take ownership of their work 

strengthens their commitment to the mission and encourages 

creativity. A culture of appreciation, where employees are regularly 

recognized for their contributions, further deepens their connection to 

the organization. Integrity and ethical behavior are essential in 

building trust and ensuring employees feel secure in their roles, while 

clear, inspiring leadership that aligns with the organization's vision 

provides purpose and fosters collaboration. Implementing servant 

leadership practices, such as prioritizing follower development, 

demonstrating integrity, and aligning leadership actions with the 

organization’s mission, can lead to a more motivated workforce and 

drive community impact. By integrating servant leadership principles 

with existing leadership frameworks, nonprofit organizations can 

Lockhart, Ramos, Valentine



66 The Southern Business and Economic Journal

establish sustainable engagement strategies, improve employee 

satisfaction and retention, and ultimately contribute to long-term 

success and fulfillment of their mission. 

 

 There are several opportunities for future research. Studies should 

explore the impact of servant leadership on diverse groups, 

considering factors such as age, gender, education, and generational 

differences, as these can shape varying perspectives and approaches. 

Additionally, future research could adopt an exploratory approach to 

examine servant leadership in for-profit organizations and its 

influence on their success. A comparative study on the effects of 

servant leadership in for-profit versus nonprofit settings would also 

help address gaps in the literature. 

 

 This study has some limitations that should be considered. It did 

not explore the political dynamics surrounding community service, 

focusing solely on employees' experiences with the CEO. Participants 

were not selected from specific departments, limiting the ability to 

compare responses across different sections of the organization. 

Additionally, including participants from multiple organizations 

could have introduced a broader range of perspectives. The use of 

telephone interviews also presented a limitation, as it prevented the 

observation of body language, which might have provided additional 

insights. Finally, the inherent potential for bias in qualitative research 

is also acknowledged as another limitation. 

 

 In conclusion, this study explored the impact of servant leadership 

on employee engagement and empowerment within a nonprofit 

organization, emphasizing the importance of servant leadership 

characteristics in fostering alignment with the organization’s vision. 

By examining personal experiences, the research highlighted how 

servant leaders actively inspire followers to engage with and support 

the organization's goals, demonstrating that leaders who prioritize the 

development, empowerment, and appreciation of their employees 

create a motivated and committed workforce. The findings emphasize 

the important role of servant leadership in not only achieving 

organizational success but also cultivating a culture of trust and 

collaboration that drives both employee satisfaction and community 

impact. 
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