
Promoting Service Leadership Qualities
and Well-Being among University Students:
Evaluation Findings in Hong Kong

Xiaoqin Zhu1
& Daniel T. L. Shek1

Received: 18 December 2020 /Accepted: 11 January 2021/
# The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Service leadership education initiatives have been launched in Hong Kong to meet the
emerging demand for service leaders and enhance university students’ well-being
through nurturing not only competence but also good character and caring disposition.
However, rigorous evaluation work based on validated assessment tools has not been
adequately carried out to examine whether student well-being and service leadership
qualities would increase after the learning process. Using a one-group pretest-posttest
design, this study investigated the effectiveness of a credit-bearing subject entitled
“Service Leadership” implemented in one university in Hong Kong. Based on the
responses of 114 participants (49.1% boys, Age = 20.21 ± 2.96 years), it was found that
students showed improvement in service leadership knowledge, attitude, and behavior
after taking the subject. In addition, their life satisfaction and positive youth develop-
ment attributes as indicators of well-being also significantly increased. Furthermore, the
increase in well-being among students was closely associated with their attitudinal and
behavioral changes but not knowledge acquisition. The present findings imply that a
formal curriculum-based leadership course can be a promising way to promote student
service leadership qualities and well-being.

Keywords Service leadership . Pretest-posttest . Leadership knowledge . Leadership
attitude . Leadership behavior

Introduction

Promoting leadership qualities in university students is one of the major tasks of tertiary
institutions. With the development of service economies, leadership programs in
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universities have increasingly focused on nurturing students’ service mindset, values,
and qualities (Haber 2006). As the service economy dominates in Hong Kong, different
universities have implemented multiple leadership programs to promote students’
service leadership attributes and well-being (Wong and Chandra 2015; Shek et al.
2018a). In view of the efforts and resources devoted to service leadership education in
Hong Kong, it is essential to rigorously evaluate the effectiveness of these programs in
terms of service leadership development and well-being enhancement. Although some
evaluation work has been done in different universities (Shek and Lin 2015; Wong and
Chandra 2015), most research failed to use validated assessment tools for service
leadership attributes. Service leadership improvement should be objectively assessed
by development in different aspects of service leadership qualities, including their
understanding of the service leadership related concepts (“knowing”), endorsement of
service leadership attitudes as well as service mindset (“being”) and skill in practicing
service leadership (“doing”). Unfortunately, no previous evaluation study has covered
all these aspects simultaneously. In addition, the relationship between leadership
development and changes in well-being has not been well established. To fill these
research gaps, the present study attempted to evaluate the effectiveness of a service
leadership subject in Hong Kong by using validated assessment tools on service
leadership qualities (i.e., knowledge, attitude, and behavior). This study assessed
students’ changes in well-being and service leadership qualities after taking the subject.
The relationship between the change in well-being and service leadership development
was also explored.

Importance of Service Leadership

Leadership qualities of university students have been strongly emphasized and highly
demanded in the contemporary world. Possessing leadership qualities has been gener-
ally expected by employers as a basic entry-level requirement for university graduates
(Singh and Jaykumar 2019). Apart from increasing their employability and leveraging
longer-term career success, the development of university students’ leadership qualities
also promotes their well-being. For example, leadership qualities such as competence
and character strengths positively predicted subjective well-being indexed by life
satisfaction, positive emotions, and happiness (e.g., Gooty et al. 2010). There were
also close relationships between leadership qualities and psychological well-being
defined as healthy functioning and self-actualization (Kuoppala et al. 2008). Some
scholars even regarded leadership qualities as one of the indicators of psychological
well-being (e.g., Shek et al. 2017). Therefore, to meet the needs of the contemporary
competitive world as well as to enhance their well-being, it is of great importance to
nurture leadership qualities in university students who are commonly considered as
tomorrow’s leaders. This maybe one of the reasons why many higher education
institutions regard developing students’ leadership qualities as one of their major
missions (Riggio et al. 2003; Brungardt et al. 2006).

In addition, there is a remarkable structural shift in the global economy from
manufacturing to service economies. For example, according to The World Bank
(2019) figures, more than 77% of total GDP in the United States was contributed by
service industries in 2017. In Hong Kong, the service sectors contributed approximately
90% of total GDP in the last ten years. Service economies are characterized by more
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complex human interactions involved in different service transitions as well as flatter
and more decentralized organizational structures where shared decision-making and
empowerment have emerged (Sartori et al. 2018; Bolden 2011). These organizational
evolutions in turn challenge the conventional leadership concepts and practices which
assumed that leadership was mainly occupied by only a handful of people in the higher
positions. In the new service era, an effective leader should treat leadership as a
relational and ethical process to improve service performance instead of merely a tool
to boost authority and maximize benefits (Komives et al. 2005).

Concept of Service Leadership

To capture leadership paradigm transitions, a new leadership concept entitled “service
leadership” has emerged. Grönfeldt and Strother (2006) defined it as a “collective
mind-set empowering the organization to strategize its promises, design its processes,
and engage its people in a proactive quest for competitive advantage” (p. 7). Likewise,
Snell et al. (2015) remarked that service leadership involves “distributed practice of
people-oriented leadership for service” (p. 375). These definitions highlight common
key elements of service leadership, including a) distributed leadership where everyone
shares leadership responsibilities, b) people-orientation which enables a leader to build
and maintain positive social relationships with others, and c) service-orientation and a
wide array of positive qualities that lead to high-quality services and performance.

Echoing above conceptualizations of service leadership, the Hong Kong Institute of
Service Leadership & Management (HKI-SLAM) proposed the Service Leadership
Model (SLM) and defined service leadership as a process to ethically satisfy “the needs
of self, others, groups, communities, systems, and environment” (Chung 2011). This
model also highlighted seven core beliefs (e.g., “everyone can be a leader” and
“leadership includes self-serving efforts for continuous improvement”) and service
mindset (i.e., a leader is a service provider), catering to the growing service economies
(Shek et al. 2018a; Shek et al. 2015). Furthermore, it stressed that critical service
leadership qualities should consist of generic competence (i.e., interpersonal compe-
tence, such as conflict resolution ability, and intrapersonal competence, such as emo-
tional skills and resilience), character, and care (i.e., 3Cs).

It can be argued that the SLM integrated and went beyond the propositions of other
leadership models and service leadership conceptions (Shek et al. 2015). For example,
servant leadership emphasized that a leader is a servant first and should transcend one’s
self-interest in meeting the needs of followers (Hakanen and Van Dierendonck 2011).
Other aforementioned service leadership propositions merely focused on services to
others as well (Snell et al. 2015). However, such a service orientation neglects the
leaders’ own needs. In contrast, the SLM argued that satisfaction of leaders’ own needs
in ethical ways is a necessary condition for long-term well-being, continuous develop-
ment, and sustainable leadership (Shek et al. 2018a).

Service Leadership Education

In accordance with the emergence of service leadership paradigms, many leadership
programs in the Western context gradually shifted their emphasis from training prac-
tical leadership skills (e.g., management and communication skills) to nurturing
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character strengths and fostering service-oriented mindset and values about leadership
(Haber 2006). Growing evidence has demonstrated the benefits of these leadership
programs on the development of leadership capacities, such as self-confidence and
social skills (Goertzen and Whitaker 2015; Roberts 2013), as well as the cultivation of
service orientation and ethical values (Cress et al. 2001; Rosch and Caza 2012).

Consistent with the above movement in the West, Chinese scholars also remarked
that leadership education in modern service economies should focus on not only “doing
things right” with necessary practical skills (i.e., “doing”) but also “doing the right
things” with “a caring heart and character” (i.e., “being”) (Shek et al. 2013; Shek et al.
2018a). As such, leadership education in the service economy should nurture university
students to be leaders who are not only competent but also exhibit positive ethical traits,
sincerity, consideration, and empathy to others, and be able to identify and care for
others’ needs (Shek et al. 2013).

As service industries have become the pillar of economic prosperity in Hong Kong,
educators and researchers have put the above educational beliefs into practice with the
guidance of the SLM framework. Specifically, HKI-SLAM and the Victor and William
Fung Foundation collaboratively launched a service leadership initiative that provides
financial support of HK$40 million for the eight government-funded universities in
Hong Kong to develop and implement service leadership education. These universities
integrated service leadership paradigm with their existing leadership programs and/or
designed new service leadership programs as a part of their formal university curricula.

A typical example of the first approach is the integration of service leadership and
social entrepreneurship frameworks at City University of Hong Kong (Wong and
Chandra 2015). On the other hand, Hong Kong Baptist University designed three
service leadership courses based on the SLM and incorporated these interdisciplinary
courses in its General Education Program (Hoshmand 2015). At The Hong Kong
Polytechnic University (PolyU), a credit-bearing subject entitled “Service Leadership”
was developed and offered to students as a General Education course since 2012. By
incorporating core tenets of the SLM (e.g., the notion of 3Cs and seven core beliefs)
and employing an experiential teaching and learning pedagogy, the “Service Leader-
ship” subject aimed to build up a service leadership value system in university students
and cultivate their service leadership qualities (i.e., the 3Cs) (Shek et al. 2018a). This
subject won the Bronze Award in the QS Reimagine Education Awards 2016. In 2018,
it also won the UGC Teaching Award, the highest teaching award in Hong Kong.

Effectiveness of Service Leadership Education

Given the resources and efforts invested in service leadership education in Hong Kong,
it is of paramount importance to gauge its impact through rigorous evaluation studies.
First, evaluation findings can enable educators to understand whether service leadership
education can foster students’ service leadership qualities and promote their well-being.
Findings will provide a solid foundation for further refinement and continuous devel-
opment of service leadership education. In addition, as the SLM is still at its infancy,
evaluation studies will contribute to theory development as well.

Unfortunately, evaluation of service leadership education in universities in Hong
Kong has been far from adequate. Most of the universities only have reviewed the
effect of their service leadership initiatives based on student reflection essays where
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comments on the service leadership programs can be identified (e.g., Wong and
Chandra 2015). An exception is found at PolyU where multiple evaluation strategies
have been utilized to conduct a systemic evaluation. Findings demonstrated that
students tended to have positive changes in well-being as well as service leadership
qualities after taking the “Service Leadership” subject (Shek and Lin 2015). They also
considered this leadership subject helpful in enhancing their holistic development,
perceived this subject as “informative” and “exciting”, and gained knowledge, ability
as well as happiness in learning (Shek and Lin 2015).

Major Research Gaps

Notwithstanding the positive evaluation findings at PolyU, there are still three problems
that draw attention. First, the existing evaluation research has assessed service leader-
ship attributes through generic measures that had only tentative support for psycho-
metric properties. For example, in a previous evaluation study (Shek and Lin 2016),
researchers adopted a 28-item scale and a 6-item scale to assess service leadership
qualities (i.e., “self-leadership”, “caring disposition”, and “character strength”) and
beliefs, respectively. Although the two scales were developed based on the SLM and
showed acceptable internal consistency in some research (Shek et al. 2018b; Shek and
Lin 2016), factorial validity information of the scales was unknown. Slavec and
Drnovšek (2012) remarked that “effective measurement is a cornerstone of scientific
research” (p. 39). Thus, it is necessary to assess the service leadership education
through validated service leadership assessment tools.

The second problem is related to what leadership qualities should be assessed. For
service leadership attributes, knowledge, attitude, and behavior could be the three most
important aspects that must be evaluated. Leadership knowledge is defined as one’s
understanding of leadership concepts, processes, and practices; it has been deemed
important in shaping one’s judgment and behavior when taking a leading role
(Scamardo and Harnden 2007). Knowing the background, rationales, concepts, and
fundamental ingredients of service leadership is a cognitive prerequisite for practicing
service leadership. Thus, we must ask whether service leadership education can equip
students with key knowledge of service leadership.

Service leadership attitude connotes beliefs and feelings about service leadership,
which reflects one’s internalized values about what an ideal leader looks like (i.e.,
being). An individual’s personal beliefs about ideal leadership also exert influence on
his or her actual leadership practice. Therefore, it is important to assess one’s endorse-
ment of the notions of the SLM (e.g., core beliefs and the notion of 3Cs), as well as
one’s service mindset (e.g., being sensitive to others’ needs and willing to satisfy
others’ needs). For service leadership behavior, it is related to one’s skills or practices
in fulfilling leadership responsibilities (i.e., “doing”). The skills include intrapersonal
skills (e.g., resilience and self-reflection), interpersonal skills (e.g., conflict resolution
skills and relationship maintaining), as well as empowering and mentoring others.
Thus, whether students having positive changes in how they behave as a leader
represents one critical aspect in determining the effectiveness of service leadership
education.

Theoretically, effective leadership education is expected to facilitate students’
growth in “knowing”, “being”, and “doing”. However, previous evaluation work on
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service leadership education at PolyU has failed to encapsulate all these aspects as
outcome indicators in one single study. Most studies considered service leadership
qualities in terms of “self-leadership”, “caring disposition”, and “character strength”,
which reflect a strong emphasis on service leadership “behaviors” or “skills” (Shek and
Lin 2016; Shek et al. 2018b). Lin and Shek (2018) assessed both service leadership
“knowledge” and “attitude” but did not include “behavior”. Thus, it is necessary to
encompass all the three aspects in evaluation research to draw a full picture of student
changes after receiving service leadership education.

Third, well-being indicators (e.g., life satisfaction) and leadership qualities have
been assessed together as primary outcome indicators of service leadership education
(Shek et al. 2018b; Shek and Lin 2016). However, little work has been done to examine
the relationship between service leadership development and changes in well-being. As
leadership qualities have been found to be associated with well-being (e.g., Gooty et al.
2010; Kuoppala et al. 2008), acquisition of service leadership knowledge, endorsement
of service leadership attitude, and improvement in leadership practice may be associ-
ated with increments in student well-being. A possible mechanism is that the develop-
ment of leadership qualities may allow students to have a sense of growth and better
functioning as well as overall good feelings about themselves. One study has attempted
to test this possibility and found that growth in well-being was associated with the
positive change in service leadership attitude but not knowledge (Lin and Shek 2018).
However, this study did not consider service leadership behavior. Thus, there is a need
to replicate Lin and Shek’s (2018) findings and further explore whether service
leadership behavior and well-being also improve hand in hand.

The Present Study

The present study attempted to address the above-mentioned research gaps. First, we
evaluated the effectiveness of service leadership education using validated measure-
ment tools for service leadership knowledge, attitude, and behavior. Besides, well-
being measures in terms of psychological well-being and subjective well-being were
used as outcome indicators in addition to service leadership qualities. We expected that
students would show improvement in service leadership qualities (Hypothesis 1) and
well-being (Hypothesis 2) after taking a subject on servive leadership. Second, we
aimed to test the possibility that changes in leadership qualities and well-being would
be significantly inter-related (Hypothesis 3). We addressed the research questions based
on the “Service Leadership” subject offered at PolyU.

To identify student changes in well-being and service leadership qualities, the
present study employed a one-group pretest-posttest design, which is a type of pre-
experimental design. Due to the absence of a control group, one-group pretest-posttest
design has intrinsic limitations (Campbell and Stanley 1963). Nevertheless, Thyer
(2002) remarked that there were several myths in the field of program evaluation, such
as “you must control for the most relevant threats to internal validity” (p. 12) or “you
must randomly assign clients to various control and experimental groups” (p. 13). It is
practically not easy to conduct sophisticated experimental studies in an educational
context. For example, material and human resources are most likely insufficient for
carrying out experimental research. Also, it is hard to allocate schools or students to a
control group (Shek and Zhu 2018). As such, Thyer (2002) advocated that the one-
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group pretest-posttest design is a valuable evaluation strategy that could be meaning-
fully employed in research fields of human services.

In fact, the one-group pretest-posttest design has been widely used in educational
settings including the college contexts (Ma et al. 2019; Yang et al. 2013). For example,
researchers used this research design to investigate changes in high school students
after receiving a relationship education program (McElwain et al. 2016). Fagginger
Auer, Hickendorff, and van Putten (2018) also used this research method to explore the
effectiveness of a training program in increasing students’ written strategy choices and
performance. In higher education, the one-group pretest-posttest design was recom-
mended as a useful value-added measure in evaluating what students have achieved
(i.e., value added) during their study (Shek and Zhu 2018). For instance, Shek and Sun
(2012) employed this method to test the effectiveness of a course aiming to promote
psychosocial competence among university students. Yang et al. (2014) also used the
one-group pretest-posttest design to evaluate the effectiveness of a blended course in
enhancing university students’ critical thinking and English literacy. Sánchez-Mendiola
et al. (2015) utilized this research design to examine the knowledge acquisition among
medical students after taking a Biomedical Informatics course.

Methods

Overview of the “Service Leadership” Subject

The “Service Leadership” subject was a 3-credit course that intended to deepen
students’ understanding of service leadership theory, cultivate their service leadership
mindset and qualities, and encourage students to apply service leadership in daily life.
The subject included 13 three-hour lectures, which covered a wide range of concepts
and theories related to service leadership. The course content included analysis of the
social and economic background of service economies, seven core beliefs of SLM, and
comparisons between SLM and other leadership models. The course content also
highlighted the important ingredients of effective service leadership including compe-
tence (e.g., resilience, emotional competence, relationship building, conflict resolution,
and self-leadership), character (e.g., virtues and character strength), and care (e.g.,
empathy and active listening). Notably, not only the theoretical knowledge of service
leadership was emphasized in the lectures, but an equal emphasis was placed on
applying the knowledge in students’ life and future career.

A student-centered teaching pedagogy was used in the subject. In addition to
lecturing with multimedia stimulation and real-life examples, multiple interactive
teaching methods were used. First, reflective learning was incorporated, meaning that
students were required to do individual self-reflection exercises (e.g., reflection on their
own situation regarding the 3Cs and their previous experiences in being a leader) to
enhance their self-awareness (e.g., capacity, competence, and weakness) and under-
stand how service leadership relates to their life. Second, opportunities were provided
for students to undertake collaborative learning. For example, students were randomly
assigned to groups and learning was facilitated through group sharing, evaluation,
discussion, and presentation. Third, critical thinking was enhanced by encouraging
students to think from multiple perspectives through activities like debates and critical
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evaluation of the SLM. Fourth, drawing, role-play, and games were also used to
increase students’ attentiveness and active learning. In summary, experiential teaching
and learning approaches were expected to increase students’ engagement, which would
promote the achievement of intended learning outcomes. The detailed introduction of
the subject is outlined elsewhere (Shek et al. 2013).

Participants and Procedure

In Semester 3 (i.e., the summer term) of the 2017–2018 academic year, the
“Service Leadership” subject was offered to students at PolyU using two modes.
One was implemented on PolyU campus in Hong Kong during the regular summer
term (i.e., Hong Kong course hereafter). Students taking this course completed 13
lectures in seven weeks (i.e., two lectures each week from the first to the sixth
week and the last lecture in the seventh week). The other was implemented as an
academic component of “Cambodia Service-Learning and Leadership Summer
School” (i.e., Cambodia course hereafter). Specifically, students completed the
“Service Leadership” subject (and the corresponding pretest and posttest) within
10 days in Cambodia before participating in other service-learning activities there.
The course content, related materials, and requirements of the Cambodia course
were the same as that of the Hong Kong course.

The participants were students enrolled in the two above-mentioned courses. In the
first lecture, students were invited to complete the pretest questionnaire. They were
provided with a clear explanation of the confidentiality of their responses and individ-
ual written consent was obtained before data collection. Upon completion of the course,
students responded to the same questions as the posttest. During the pretest and
posttest, enough time was given to the students to fill in the same set of self-
administrated questionnaires in a paper-and-pencil manner. The evaluation study for
the “Service Leadership” subject has been reviewed and approved by the “Human
Subjects Ethics Sub-committee” (HSESC) at PolyU.

A total of 114 cases (49.1% boys, Age = 20.21 ± 2.96 years) were matched, among
whom 80 and 34 participants came from the Hong Kong and Cambodia courses,
respectively. Among the 80 participants taking the Hong Kong course, 42 (52.5%)
were male and 37 (46.3%) were female, and one did not report the gender information.
The mean age of these participants was 20.04 ± 3.33 years. Among the 34 participants
who took the course in Cambodia, 14 (41.2%) were male and 20 (58.8%) were female,
and the mean age was 20.62 ± 1.83 years.

Instruments

The questionnaire administrated in the pretest and posttest comprised measures of well-
being and service leadership qualities as outcome indicators. First, well-being was
assessed in terms of subjective and psychological well-being. Subjective well-being
was indexed by life satisfaction which refers to one’s cognitive perception of the overall
quality of life; psychological well-being was measured as positive youth development
(PYD) attributes that reflect young people’s healthy functioning (Shek et al. 2017).
Second, service leadership qualities measured in the present study were composed of
knowledge, attitude, and behavior.
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Life satisfaction was measured by “Satisfaction with Life Scale” (SWLS) which was
developed by Diener et al. (1985). The SWLS consisted of five items measured on a 6-
point scale (“1” = “strongly disagree”, “6” = “strongly agree”). A higher score repre-
sents higher life satisfaction. The Chinese version of SWLS has shown good reliability
in assessing Chinese youths’ evaluation of their quality of life (Shek and Lin 2016;
Shek et al. 2017). In this study, Cronbach’s alphas of the scale were above .75 (see
Tables 1–3), suggesting good internal reliability.

PYD attributes were measured by the 31-item abridged version of the “Chinese
Positive Youth Development Scale” (CPYDS) on a 6-point scale (“1” = “strongly
disagree”, “6” = “strongly agree”). Out of the 15 subscales of the original CPYDS,
10 subscales were selected to assess ten PYD attributes (e.g., “cognitive competence”,
“emotional competence”, “clear and positive identity”, “resilience”, etc.) (Shek and Lin
2016). These ten PYD qualities can be further classified into three higher-order factors:
1) “Cognitive-behavioral competence” that included three subscales of “cognitive
competence”, “behavioral competence”, and “self-determination”; 2) “Positive identi-
ty” that included two subscales of “clear and positive identity” and “belief in future”;
and 3) General PYD qualities that included five subscales of “social competence”,
“emotional competence”, “moral competence”, “spirituality”, and “resilience”. The
present study used the composite scores calculated by the three higher-order factors
as well as the total score of all subscales. The CPYDS possessed acceptable internal
reliability (see Tables 1–3).

Service leadership knowledge was measured by the “Service Leadership Knowledge
Scale” (SLK) which included 40 multiple-choice questions. The participants got one
point for each correct answer and zero points for each incorrect answer. Theoretically,

Table 1 Reliability and overall changes in different outcome indicators between the pretest and posttest
(whole sample, N = 114)

Variables Pretest Posttest F value η2
p

M (SD) α
(Mean#)

M (SD) α
(Mean#)

Positive Youth Development 3.01*, a .10

Cognitive-behavioral competence 4.46 (.56) .86 (.40) 4.61 (.57) .87 (.43) 8.97** .07

Positive identity 4.37 (.72) .82 (.49) 4.50 (.81) .86 (.55) 5.66* .05

General positive youth development qualities 4.44 (.47) .80 (.24) 4.55 (.50) .82 (.26) 7.27** .06

Total score of positive youth development
qualities

4.43 (.50) .91 (.29) 4.56 (.52) .92 (.32) 10.99** .09

Life Satisfaction 3.99 (.82) .84 (.52) 4.22 (.82) .90 (.66) 13.21*** .11

Service Leadership qualities 14.14***,
b

.28

Service Leadership Knowledge 24.65
(9.54)

.94 (.30) 28.99
(9.43)

.98 (.50) 24.43*** .18

Service Leadership Attitude 4.73 (.52) .93 (.40) 4.89 (.59) .81 (.42) 10.46** .08

Service Leadership Behavior 4.51 (.52) .92 (.37) 4.68 (.65) .84 (.41) 10.77** .09

#Mean inter-item correlations. a Adjusted Bonferroni value = .013. b Adjusted Bonferroni value = .017. *p
< .05. *p < .01. ***p < .001
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the score of SLK ranged between “0” and “40”. The scale was finalized based on the
original long-form 200-item scale after a solid scale validation process, including

Table 2 Reliability and changes in different outcome indicators between the pretest and posttest (Cambodia
course sample, N = 34)

Variables Pretest Posttest F value η2
p

M (SD) α
(Mean#)

M (SD) α
(Mean#)

Positive Youth Development 2.94*, a .28

Cognitive-behavioral competence 4.42 (.43) .73 (.24) 4.65 (.46) .80 (.32) 8.56** .21

Positive identity 4.44 (.54) .71 (.34) 4.65 (.58) .67 (.29) 5.49* .14

General positive youth development
qualities

4.47 (.31) .64 (.20) 4.59 (.43) .73 (.20) 4.55* .12

Total score of positive youth
development qualities

4.45 (.33) .82 (.25) 4.63 (.39) .85 (.27) 10.37** .24

Life Satisfaction 4.05 (.73) .76 (.40) 4.31 (.69) .81 (.47) 8.72** .21

Service Leadership qualities 10.92***, b .51

Service Leadership Knowledge 26.79 (9.57) .94 (.27) 30.53 (8.29) .93 (.27) 27.24*** .45

Service Leadership Attitude 4.87 (.48) .89 (.30) 4.96 (.45) .88 (.29) 2.53 .07

Service Leadership Behavior 4.46 (.47) .86 (.26) 4.62 (.48) .89 (.32) 3.40 .09

#Mean inter-item correlations. a Adjusted Bonferroni value = .013. b Adjusted Bonferroni value = .017. *p
< .05. *p < .01. ***p < .001

Table 3 Reliability and changes in different outcome indicators between the pretest and posttest (Hong Kong
course sample, N = 80)

Variables Pretest Posttest F value η2
p

M (SD) α
(Mean#)

M (SD) α
(Mean#)

Positive Youth Development 1.31 a .07

Cognitive-behavioral competence 4.48 (.60) .88 (.46) 4.60 (.61) .89 (.47) 3.75 .05

Positive identity 4.34 (.78) .84 (.53) 4.43 (.89) .89 (.62) 1.93 .02

General positive youth development
qualities

4.42 (.52) .80 (.22) 4.53 (.52) .84 (.29) 3.89 .05

Total score of positive youth
development qualities

4.42 (.55) .93 (.34) 4.53 (.57) .93 (.35) 4.74* .06

Life Satisfaction 3.96 (.86) .86 (.56) 4.18 (.87) .92 (.71) 6.97** .08

Service Leadership qualities 9.17***, b .26

Service Leadership Knowledge 23.74 (9.44) .95 (.30) 28.33 (9.86) .98 (.53) 14.30*** .15

Service Leadership Attitude 4.67 (.52) .94 (.44) 4.85 (.64) .95 (.47) 8.15** .09

Service Leadership Behavior 4.53 (.55) .93 (.42) 4.71 (.72) .83 (.46) 7.34** .09

#Mean inter-item correlations. a Adjusted Bonferroni value = .013. b Adjusted Bonferroni value = .017. *p
< .05. *p < .01. ***p < .001
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content validation, criterion-related validation, large-scale factorial validation using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (Shek et al. 2018c). The 40-item scale had good
validity and reliability. These items pertained to different aspects of service leadership
knowledge such as “manufacturing versus service economies in the modern world”,
“the importance of 3Cs to effective service leadership”, “everyone can be a leader”,
“features of the service leadership theory”, and so forth. Details about the conceptual
framework of the SLK and the validation process can be found in Shek, Zhu, and Zhu
(2018c). In the present study, the scale also showed good internal reliability (see
Tables 1–3).

Service leadership attitude was assessed by the “Service Leadership Attitude
Scale” (SLA) rated on a 6-point scale (“1” = “strongly disagree”, “6” = “strongly
agree”). Similar to SLK, the SLA was constructed based on the original long-form
132-item scale. It was trimmed and finalized after several validation studies,
including a content validation study, a quasi-experimental validation study,
large-scale factorial validation studies using exploratory factor analyses (EFA)
and CFA (Shek and Chai 2019). According to the CFA, the 46 items in the
finalized scale can be further divided into eight subscales (e.g., “people orienta-
tion”, “caring disposition”, “ethical role model”, “self-reflection”, etc.). Further-
more, the scale demonstrated good psychometric properties (Shek and Chai 2019).
To control questionnaire length, the present study employed a short version of the
final SLA and included half of the items (i.e., 23 items) which had the highest
factor loadings in each subscale. Sample items included in the present study were
“a good leader listens to his/her subordinates’ views”, “a leader should closely
examine his/her own thoughts and behavior”, and “everyone has the potential to
be a leader”. As depicted in Tables 1–3, the 23-item short-version SLA utilized in
this study showed good internal reliability.

Service leadership behavior was assessed by the “Service Leadership Behavior
Scale” (SLB), which was also rated on a 6-point scale (“1” = “strongly disagree”,
“6” = “strongly agree”). Like the other two service leadership assessment tools, the
original SLB with 97 items has undergone content validation, an EFA analysis
based on 231 participants, and large-scale factorial validation studies using EFA
and CFA (Shek et al. 2019). After the validation procedure, a 38-item finalized
version of SLB was obtained, which included six subscales (e.g., “self-improve-
ment and self-reflection”, “resilience”, “problem-solving”, etc.) and showed good
validity and reliability. In the present study, we used half of the 38 items (i.e., 19
items) selected based on the highest factor loadings in each subscale. Sample
items were “I learn through reflecting on my experiences”, “I often try my best to
help other people to overcome difficulties”, and “I am able to think independent-
ly”. The 19-item short-version SLB used in the present study also had good
internal reliability (see Tables 1–3).

Data Analysis

First, students’ changes after taking the “Service Leadership” subject were examined
through several repeated-measures multivariate general linear model (GLM) analyses
using SPSS 25.0 (IBM Corp., Somers, NY, United States). The GLM analyses used
different outcome indicators (i.e., PYD attributes, life satisfaction, service leadership
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qualities) as the dependent variables and the time (pretest versus posttest) as the
independent variable. To reduce Type II errors, we employed the Bonferroni procedure
to detect the significant multivariate effect of time with higher sensitivity. When the
omnibus time effect was significant, follow-up univariate analyses were conducted to
examine changes in each PYD composite score and service leadership quality. To
understand whether students’ changes varied because of the course duration (Cambodia
course: ten days; Hong Kong course: seven weeks), we performed three sets of analyses
using the whole sample, Cambodia course sample, and Hong Kong course sample,
respectively.

Second, by using AMOS 25.0 (IBM Corp., Somers, NY, United States), a series of
cross-lagged path analyses based on the whole sample were conducted to examine
relationships between changes in service leadership qualities and well-being. As shown
in Fig. 1, each analysis included pretest and posttest scores of two variables: service
leadership quality (knowledge, attitude, or behavior) and a measure of well-being (life
satisfaction or PYD total score). Each cross-lagged model included six paths indicating
associations among variables: the association between the pretest scores of the two
variables, temporal stability of each variable from pretest to posttest, cross-lagged
effects between the two variables from pretest to posttest, and the correlation between
the residuals of two posttest scores (i.e., correlated change). For example, in the cross-
lagged model for service leadership knowledge and life satisfaction, the six paths were
as follows:

& Concurrent association (CA): correlation between pretest scores of service leader-
ship knowledge and life satisfaction;

& Temporal stability (TS1) of service leadership knowledge from pretest to posttest;
& Temporal stability (TS2) of life satisfaction from pretest to posttest;
& Cross-lagged effect (CLE1): pretest score of service leadership knowledge (i.e.,

independent variable) predicted posttest score of life satisfaction (i.e., dependent
variable);

& Cross-lagged effect (CLE2): pretest score of life satisfaction (i.e., independent
variable) predicted posttest score of service leadership knowledge (i.e., dependent
variable);

& Correlated change (CC): correlations between the residuals of posttest scores of
service leadership knowledge and life satisfaction.

As all variables in one model were associated with each other, the model was
a saturated model with a degree of freedom as zero and perfect fitness statistics.
In each model, as other associations between the variables were statistically
controlled, the correlated change can be regarded as a reliable estimation of
the extent to which the within-individual changes over time in the two variables
correspond to each other (Lin and Shek 2018; Allemand and Martin 2016). This
statistical procedure has been often used in personality studies (e.g., Klimstra
et al. 2013). The correlated changes between different personality traits can
inform whether the two traits developed along a similar pathway. Thus, by
applying this procedure in the present study, we can investigate whether well-
being increased as service leadership qualities improved.
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Results

Student Changes in Service Leadership Qualities and Well-Being

A multivariate GLM was conducted based on the whole sample to assess students’
overall changes in PYD attributes after taking the subject. As shown in Table 1, the
repeated-measures GML showed a significant omnibus time effect (F (4, 110) = 3.01,
p < .05, η2p = .10), suggesting that students had a significant improvement in their PYD
attributes. As the omnibus time effect was significant, four univariate analyses were
performed on each PYD composite score. Significant improvements were identified in
all the four PYD outcomes with effect sizes ranging between .05 and .09 (see Table 1).
The univariate analysis for life satisfaction also revealed a significant difference
between pretest score and posttest score with an effect size of .11 (see Table 1). Overall
speaking, students showed a significant increase in their psychological and subjective
well-being from the pretest to the posttest.

The same multivariate GLM analysis was performed for service leadership
qualities. As shown in Table 1, there was also a significant multivariate effect
of time (F (3, 111) = 14.14, p < .001, η2p = .28). The univariate analyses also
revealed significant changes in each service leadership quality measure with
effect sizes varying between .08 and .18. In general, students’ service leadership
attributes indexed by knowledge, attitude, and behavior improved significantly
from the pretest to the posttest.

To further explore whether there were different patterns of change among students
taking different modes of “Service Leadership” subject, separate analyses were per-
formed for the Cambodia course sample (N = 34) and the Hong Kong course sample
(N = 80). The results are depicted in Table 2 and Table 3, respectively. Overall
speaking, an increasing trend was observed for all outcome indicators from the pretest
to the posttest for both samples and the increase was significant for most of the
indicators. However, the Cambodia course sample did not show significant improve-
ment in service leadership attitude and behavior while the Hong Kong course sample
did not achieve significant development in PYD measures.

Pretest:
Life satisfaction/Total score 

of PYD

Posttest:
Life satisfaction/Total score 

of PYD

Posttest:
Service leadership 

knowledge/attitude/behavior

Pretest:
Service leadership 

knowledge/attitude/behavior

TS1

TS2

CA
CC

Residual 1

Residual 2

Fig. 1 Cross-lagged models among service leadership qualities and well-being indicators in pretest and
posttest. PYD: Positive youth development; CA: Concurrent association; TS1: Temporal stability of service
leadership quality; TS2: Temporal stability of well-being; CLE1: Cross-lagged effect of service leadership
quality on well-being; CLE2: Cross-lagged effect of well-being on service leadership quality; CC: Correlated
change
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Associations between the Changes in Service Leadership Quality and Well-Being

Table 4 shows the results of six cross-lagged path analyses which were performed to
test the correlated change of service leadership quality and well-being. For service
leadership knowledge and life satisfaction, the correlated change was not significant
(r = −.03, p > .05) after statistically controlling other associations. An insignificant
correlated change was found for service leadership knowledge and PYD total score
(r = .003, p > .05). However, correlated changes were significant in other models:
service leadership attitude and life satisfaction (β = .31, p < .01); service leadership
attitude and PYD total score (r = .32, p < .01); service leadership behavior and life
satisfaction (r = .48, p < .001); service leadership behavior and PYD total score (r = .55,
p < .001). These findings indicated that the increase in students’ well-being was more
likely to be associated with their attitudinal and behavioral changes but not pure
knowledge acquisition.

Discussion

The rapid growth of service economies calls for effective service leaders, which
drives higher institutions in Hong Kong to launch service leadership education
initiatives (Shek et al. 2018a). However, there is a need to use validated measures
to further understand the impact of service leadership education and whether
service leadership qualities and well-being improve together. To address these
questions, the present study evaluated the effectiveness of a service leadership
subject implemented at a university in Hong Kong using validated service lead-
ership scales and examined correlated changes between leadership development
and growth in well-being. As expected, students showed significant improvement
in their service leadership qualities (i.e., knowledge, attitude, and behavior) and

Table 4 Standardized path coefficients of cross-lagged analyses (whole sample, N = 114)

Variables in the cross-lagged analyses Standardized path coefficients (β)

CC CA TS1 TS2 CLE1 CLE2

Service leadership knowledge and life satisfaction −.03 −.01 .51*** .64*** .10 −.08
Service leadership attitude and life satisfaction .31** .12 .56*** .63*** .08 .01

Service leadership behavior and life satisfaction .48*** .40*** .61*** .62*** .05 −.06
Service leadership knowledge and positive youth

development a
.003 .14 .52*** .64*** .17* −.03

Service leadership attitude and positive youth development
a

.32** .43*** .53*** .60*** .15 .07

Service leadership behavior and positive youth
development a

.55*** .75*** .37*** .52*** .19 .28*

Note. a Total score of positive youth development was sued. CC =Correlated change; CA =Concurrent
association; TS1 = Temporal stability of service leadership quality; TS2 = Temporal stability of well-being;
CLE1 =Cross-lagged effect of service leadership quality on well-being; CLE2 =Cross-lagged effect of well-
being on service leadership quality. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001

2488 X. Zhu, D. T. L. Shek



well-being (i.e., life satisfaction and PYD attributes) after taking the subject. The
findings are consistent with previous research findings (Shek et al. 2018b; Lin and
Shek 2018). Furthermore, an improvement in students’ service leadership attitude
or behavior (but not increase in knowledge) was positively linked with the
increase in their life satisfaction or PYD attributes.

It has been long practiced in different disciplinary sectors to build up leadership
skills (e.g., effective communication and time management) of professionals through
leadership training programs. However, Shek and Ng (2017) argued that leadership
education in higher education institutions should go beyond the scope by involving
more students and extending the learning from promoting specific skills (“doing”) to
establishing a knowledge system (“knowing”) and cultivating inner qualities and
appropriate values (“being”). The “Service Leadership” subject may have achieved
this goal, as the present evaluation findings suggest that the subject may promote
students’ theoretical understanding, endorsement of values and beliefs, and behavioral
actions in performing service leadership.

However, we should consider the above interpretation with caution. Fundamentally,
without a control group, one can argue that the observed positive changes after taking
the subject might be simply due to maturation rather than course effect (Campbell and
Stanley 1963). However, as previous longitudinal findings suggested that students’ life
satisfaction remained the same during the four-year study period in university while
their psychological well-being and leadership qualities decreased in the second year
and rebounded in the third year (Shek et al. 2017), it makes sense to argue that
university students do not necessarily make significant gains in well-being and leader-
ship development in a short time period (i.e., less than two months in the present study).
Therefore, students’ positive changes after taking the subject should be at least partially
due to the course effect.

Several features of the course content and the experiential teaching and learning
pedagogy might contribute to the above-mentioned positive course effect. First, the
lectures covered a wide scope of conceptions (e.g., background, beliefs, and key
qualities including multiple competencies, moral character, and caring to others),
allowing students to have rich learning experiences and a deep understanding of service
leadership concepts. Students with a better understanding of service leadership are
more likely to have a positive attitude towards it and behave accordingly. This
elaboration echoes the view that the quality of the program fundamentally determines
the effectiveness of program implementation (Shek and Sun 2008). This may also
explain the two delivery modes (two weeks versus ten days) did not make substantial
differences in course effectiveness. Second, previous findings suggested that experien-
tial and reflective learning approaches can effectively enhance learning effectiveness
(Roberts and Westville 2008; Kolb 2014). In the “Service Leadership” subject, teachers
adopted a student-centered teaching philosophy and employed multiple in-class activ-
ities to engage students and encourage them to experience, think, and reflect. Specif-
ically, interactions among students and between students and the teacher in doing group
discussions, reflective activities, sharing, role-play, debate, and presentation might help
to promote learning effectiveness in the classroom and increase the likelihood of taking
actions in daily life. In future, this conjecture needs to be empirically tested by
comparing course effectiveness between the current “Service Leadership” course and
other service leadership programs that adopt different teaching and learning strategies.
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In line with previous evaluation work on service leadership education in Hong Kong
(Shek et al. 2018b; Lin and Shek 2018), we also found that learning experience in the
“Service Leadership” subject may contribute to the enhancement of both subjective
well-being (i.e., life satisfaction) and psychological well-being (i.e., PYD attributes)
among university students. Most previous leadership programs did not explicitly
consider promoting well-being as an intended learning outcome (Dugan and
Komives 2007; Cress et al. 2001). Yet, scholars have emphasized that leadership
education in university needs to take a holistic perspective to integrate the development
of multiple intellectual and psychosocial competencies (Shek et al. 2016). The “Service
Leadership” subject adopted this approach to foster holistic development in students.
For instance, some activities were intentionally designed to increase students’ aware-
ness of their own strengths and weakness in different areas such as intrapersonal and
interpersonal competencies and character strengths. Teachers encouraged students to
collaboratively work on how they can improve in these areas and make action plans.
With such a holistic approach, it is argued that leadership education can promote
positive development in multiple domains and lead to a better life. This observation
also echoes the linkages between leadership qualities and positive attributes in other
aspects of life such as social connectedness, health affect, positive perspective, and
well-being (Stephens and Beatty 2015; Gooty et al. 2010).

While co-curricular or extra-curricular leadership programs have long been adopted
to promote leadership development among university students, credit-bearing leader-
ship curricula were not widespread (Shek et al. 2016). The present evaluation findings
suggest that curriculum-based leadership education in terms of a credit-bearing subject
based on in-class teaching may also serve as a promising approach to nurture student
leadership qualities and foster well-being. A formal university curriculum can benefit
any students who wish to take the subject, which is consistent with the principle that
“no one is left behind”. This is particularly important in view of the mental health
concerns in university students in Hong Kong (Lo et al. 2018, 2019). Besides, in
developing a leadership curriculum, educators can intentionally enlarge the breadth and
depth of course coverage to incorporate development in cognitive, psychological, and
social domains. Such a design will help maximize student achievement in terms of
holistic development (Shek et al. 2016).

Regarding the adoption of curriculum-based leadership education, an issue that
catches the attention is the possible influence of delivery mode. In the present
study, an increasing trend in outcome indicators was observed among students
under the two intensive course modes (i.e., 10-day Cambodia course vs. 7-week
Hong Kong course). This result is in line with previous findings showing that an
intensive course design would not hinder learning achievement, instead, it may
even promote learning effect (Kucsera and Zimmaro 2010; Scott 2003). Never-
theless, the improvement in service leadership attitude and behavior among the
Cambodia course sample as well as the development in PYD indicators among the
Hong Kong course sample did not reach a significant level. On the one hand, these
results may be due to small sample size. On the other hand, different durations of
the two intensive courses may exert a certain influence on course effect. As the
present findings were preliminary and limited previous evidence was available
regarding the effect of different intensive course patterns, more future research is
needed to draw a conclusion.
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Replicating and extending Lin and Shek’s (2018) findings, the present study showed
that compared with knowledge acquisition, attitudinal and behavioral changes were
more likely to be associated with changes in well-being. Thus, attitudinal and behav-
ioral improvement in service leadership is a plausible mechanism leading to the
promotion of student well-being. Theories of service leadership manifested a human-
istic and developmental perspective in defining leadership. For instance, consistent with
recent evidence that leadership was learned but not innate (Claar et al. 2016; Pandya
et al. 2017), the service leadership notion emphasized human plasticity and believed in
everyone’s potential to be an effective service leader. When students internalize these
beliefs and build up the belief that leadership attributes are not born but nurtured, they
can better recognize and maximize their own potentials, and consequently view
themselves and their lives more positively and optimistically. Furthermore, when
students show competence, moral character, and caring in leadership practice, they
can better fulfill their responsibility and enjoy positive interpersonal relationships
characterized by understanding, trust, and loyalty (Wang and Cheng 2010; Hausler
et al. 2017), which warrant a productive and happy life.

Nevertheless, only “knowing”more about service leadership may be unable to entail
greater well-being. “Knowing”, as a general intellectual capacity, has been deemed
important in promoting positive leadership attitude and actual behavior (Baranowski
et al. 2003). Leadership knowledge was related to self-efficacy and appraisal of one’s
judgment, plans, and intentions, which in turn affected leadership behavior (Ajzen
2002; Mathieson 1991). However, “knowing” alone was not enough to change behav-
ior instantly as behavioral changes were more likely to result from changes in beliefs
and attitude (Rimal 2000; Connelly et al. 2000). In the present study, some students
might learn the course materials simply to fulfill assessment requirements to get a
higher course grade, which was not uncommon in Chinese contexts. Thus, they may
not internally transform the knowledge learned in the lectures into self-beliefs and
values, either did not act out in daily practices. In this case, educators need to bear in
mind that when leadership programs are adopted to promote student well-being, it is
essential to facilitate attitude transformation and behavioral application in addition to
knowledge accumulation.

Although the present findings are pioneering and robust in nature, several
limitations of the present study need to be noted. First, we measured service
leadership behavior through a self-reporting scale. Although the scale has been
rigorously validated (Shek et al. 2019), it will be methodologically preferable to
measure students’ actual leadership practice in daily life through tools like diary or
behavior checklist. Second, although the one-group pretest-posttest design has its
advantages and has been widely used in higher education and youth fields, we
should note the inherent limitations of the research design and interpret the
observed positive changes in students with caution as we cannot completely rule
out alternative explanations (e.g., maturation, test effects, etc.). For future re-
search, it would be informative to recruit a comparison group of students who
do not get the service leadership course in the same semester. Concerning the high
resource-demanding of doing an experimental study, one feasible solution is to
have a series of pretests and follow-up tests (i.e., multiple pretests and posttests).
In fact, such modification will lead to a time-series design, a form of quasi-
experimental methodology (Shek and Zhu 2018), which could better inform the
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conditions of participants’ leadership qualities and well-being prior to and after
taking the subject. In addition, follow-up tests could shed light on possible long-
term educational effects.

Third, correlated changes between leadership qualities and well-being are correla-
tional results, which are unable to confirm the causal effect of improvement in
leadership qualities on well-being enhancement. In fact, we observed cross-lagged
effects of leadership qualities on PYD as well as an effect of PYD on service leadership
behavior. Thus, it is possible that there are reciprocal causal relationships between
leadership development and well-being enhancement. Future research could employ a
multi-wave longitudinal design and adopt latent growth curve modeling to investigate
whether the development of service leadership qualities would result in higher well-
being and/or vice versa.

Despite the above-mentioned limitations, this study provides new evidence for the
effectiveness of service leadership education by using validated assessment tools. The
findings suggest that university students’ leadership qualities can be taught, and their
well-being can be fostered through a formal curriculum-based leadership subject. This
is very encouraging as educators can design and implement such subject to benefit a
larger number of students. Additionally, the findings on the relationships between
changes in service leadership qualities and well-being, which are pioneering in the
scientific literature, will inspire researchers to carry out more in-depth studies to explore
causality and underlying mechanisms.
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