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Abstract 
The aim of the study was to conduct original research to better understand 
the relationship between participation in vigorous physical activity and the 
frequency in use of five servant leadership characteristics. The relationship 
between vigorous physical activity participation and self-reported servant 
leadership characteristics was evaluated in 162 women and men with a me-
dian age of 36 ± 9 years. Participants’ self-reported vigorous physical activity 
participation was evaluated with the International Physical Activity Ques-
tionnaire (IPAQ), and self-reported servant leadership characteristics were 
evaluated using the Servant Leadership Questionnaire (SLQ). Vigorous phys-
ical activity participation was not statistically related to self-reported servant 
leadership characteristics. Participants in this study on average participated in 
approximately 43 minutes of vigorous physical activity each day of the week. 
These participants had much higher vigorous physical activity participation 
rates than the national average. Participants’ perception of their servant lea-
dership characteristics was also high. Findings suggest that the exclusive use 
of servant leadership philosophy to promote vigorous physical activity par-
ticipation is not needed, leaving open the possibility that any type of leader-
ship approach could be used to promote physical activity participation. 
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1. Introduction

Metabolic syndrome and the declining health across America are impacting 
productivity and employee welfare (Boles, Pelletier, & Lynch, 2004). Evidence 
suggests organizations that build cultures of health by emphasizing employee 
well-being have competitive advantages in the marketplace and yield greater 
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workforce value (Thayer et al., 2013). Research has shown vigorous activity 
measurably improves personal health and the prevention of obesity, elevated 
blood sugar, and negative lipid profiles (Swain & Franklin, 2006; Williams, 
2004). However, less than 5% of the U.S. population participate in vigorous ac-
tivity (swimming, running, or strength training) on a regular basis (Tudor-Locke, 
Johnson, & Katzmarzyk, 2010).  

Participation in physical activity can positively impact personal health, mood, 
overall wellness, and, to a lesser extent, decision making (Collingwood, 1997; 
Hupin et al., 2015). Physical activity and athletic prowess have long been asso-
ciated with desirable leadership characteristics (e.g., see myths about Greek and 
Roman gods), but few research has been done to systematically explore the asso-
ciation between physical activity and leadership. As a first step toward clarifying 
some aspects of the relationship between physical activity and leadership, a re-
search project was conducted to collect empirical data to examine this relation-
ship. 

2. Physical Activity 

With the burgeoning development of kinesiology starting in the 1970s, re-
searchers began to investigate the interactions between physical activity and life 
skills (Wrynn, 2003). The literature, as a collective, suggests a positive associa-
tion between physical activity and individual traits, including some literature on 
the relationship between certain leadership traits and physical activity (Bea-
champ, Welch, & Hulley, 2007; McDowell-Larsen et al., 2002; Robson, 2013). 
However, the direct primary research showing associations between physical ac-
tivity participation and leadership practices remains in its infancy (Beachamp et 
al., 2007; Himelhoch, 2014; Kwoh, 2013; McDowell-Larsen et al., 2002; Robson, 
2013). Nonetheless, research showing the benefits of physical activity participa-
tion, including improvements in psychological factors, such as resilience and 
well-being, and sociological factors, such as social integration, cooperation, and 
respect, creates a compelling reason to continue to advance research into the 
promotion of physical activity participation (Bailey, 2006; Collingwood, 1997; 
Ferron, Narring, Cauderay, & Michaud, 1999; Taylor, Sallis, & Needle, 1985; 
Wankel & Berger, 2018). 

Regarding activity styles and approaches, vigorous modalities have recently 
caught the attention of the general public as an effective and concise training 
method to achieve physical and social psychological benefits (Ozanian, 2015; 
Collingwood, 1997). Generally, vigorous exercise includes activities like jogging, 
biking, and swimming laps. Recently, one version of vigorous activity called 
high-intensity interval training and heart rate monitor training, has become po-
pularized by programs like Soul Cycle, Pure Barre, CrossFit, Orange Theory, or 
9-Round. In these types of programs, intense, physically demanding, work pe-
riods range from 5 seconds to 8 minutes long and are usually performed at 80% - 
95% of a person’s maximum heart rate (Kravitz, 2014; Norton, Norton, & Sad-
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grove, 2010). The work periods result in escalated breathing patterns and the 
inability to say more than a few words without taking a breath. As a health bene-
ficial activity, current U.S. physical activity guidelines recommend accumulating 
at least 75 minutes each week of vigorous-intensity aerobic physical activity in 
bouts or episodes of at least 10 minutes per episode to receive the health benefits 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013). Individuals often will exer-
cise at a vigorous level for short periods of time and then take moderate or light 
activity breaks between vigorous bouts to accumulate vigorous and moderate 
physical activity participation time, which helps to meet the guidelines. 

This type of vigorous activity has been shown in recent studies to increase the 
effectiveness in aerobic fitness by conferring greater cardioprotective benefits, 
including improved systolic blood pressure, lipid profiles, and body fat percen-
tages compared to moderate-intensity physical activity routines (Swain & Frank-
lin, 2006). In one study, regular vigorous physical activity participation was 
shown to increase the lifespan of adults aged 45 - 75 years by up to 13 years re-
gardless of sex, body fat percentage, and the existence of pre-existing health 
conditions, such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes (Gebel et al., 2015). 
Vigorous activity has also been found to maximize health outcomes and the 
prevention of medical conditions such as stroke, hypertension, and colon and 
breast cancers, regardless of age (Karlsen, Aamot, Haykowsky, & Rognmo, 2017). 

In addition to the cardiovascular benefits, vigorous activity participation has 
also been linked to increased neural plasticity and brain health (Ahlskog, 2011). 
In the study by Ahlskog (2011), participation in midlife vigorous activity was re-
lated to a reduction in the later risk of Parkinson disease-caused dementia and 
the risk of mild cognitive impairment. Many other studies have related vigorous 
activity to a host of positive outcomes in relation to osteoporosis (Gutin & Kas-
per, 1992), sleep (Youngstedt, 2005), body weight (Williams, 2004), and anxiety 
and depression (Morgan, 1985). Collectively, the research supports vigorous 
physical activity participation as a concise method of accumulating regular 
physical activity that is able to confer positive, long-term neurological and sys-
temic health outcomes. Even as the benefits of vigorous activity are known and 
promoted, the challenge remains that less than 5% of the U.S. population parti-
cipates in vigorous activity on a regular basis (Tudor-Locke, Johnson, & Katz-
marzyk, 2010).  

3. Leadership 

Beginning with “great-man” theories (Northouse, 2012), early studies into lea-
dership began around the industrial revolution as there was increased awareness 
of the effect of differential leadership styles on work productivity. As the study of 
leadership has progressed, many different leadership perspectives have been 
identified (e.g., transformational leadership, leader-member exchange, adaptive 
leadership; Northouse, 2012). One leadership perspective, called servant leader-
ship, has been useful in studying the characteristics, behaviors, and impacts of 
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individuals who practice it (Keith, 2013). Servant leadership focuses on how the 
leader empowers and stimulates the members of the group in the pursuit of 
goals (Greenleaf, 1977). This leadership perspective starts with the belief that the 
way in which the leader helps the growth and development of the group will lead 
to positive outcomes and goal fulfillment (Greenleaf, 1977). Servant leadership 
suggests that group success is attained through legitimately empowering each 
group member by being a servant to the members’ needs, including the need to 
be healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more likely themselves to be-
come servant leaders (Greenleaf, 1977; Keith, 2013). 

Servant leadership characteristics. In an attempt to create a reliable and 
functional measure for empirical research of servant leadership characteristics, 
Barbuto & Wheeler (2006) distilled the common servant leadership characteris-
tics into five factors. These factors attempt to capture the overall essence of ser-
vant leadership theory using conceptually and empirically distinct characteris-
tics. The five factors include: 

1) Altruistic calling. Altruistic calling, as defined by Barbuto & Wheeler 
(2006), is a leader’s inherent desire to make a positive difference in other people’s 
lives. Altruistic calling encompasses generosity and a natural desire for a leader 
to serve other people’s needs before their own (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). An 
example item from the questionnaire is: I sacrifice my own interests to meet 
others’ needs.  

2) Emotional healing. Emotional healing, as defined by Barbuto & Wheeler 
(2006), is a leader’s utilization of empathy and listening to foster an environment 
where personal recovery from hardships, trauma, and failure are allowed and 
embraced. This characteristic also includes the wisdom to realize this process 
takes time, is individualized, and requires professional dialogue that is repercus-
sion-free (Barbuto & Gifford, 2010; Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). An example item 
from the questionnaire is: I am talented at helping others heal emotionally. 

3) Wisdom. Wisdom, according to Barbuto & Wheeler (2006) is defined as a 
combination of the leader’s awareness of surroundings and the anticipation of 
consequences, providing an ideal balance between what is perfect and what is 
practical. This characteristic requires the leader to display high levels of know-
ledge and utility (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). An example item from the ques-
tionnaire is: I am good at anticipating the consequences of decisions. 

4) Persuasive mapping. Persuasive mapping is defined as a leader’s encou-
ragement of others to have a vision of the organizational future and persuasively 
give reasons to motivate others to work for common goals (Barbuto & Wheeler, 
2006). A leader with these skills uses efficient planning, goal visioning, and clear, 
yet motivating, communication (Barbuto & Gifford, 2010). An example item 
from the questionnaire is: I offer compelling reasons to get others to do things. 

5) Organizational stewardship. Organizational stewardship is an ethical re-
sponsibility of a leader and is defined as the leader’s ability to guide his or her 
organization to make a positive impact on the community, delivered programs, 
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and those who are exposed to the organizational processes and outcomes (Bar-
buto & Wheeler, 2006). An example item from the questionnaire is: I am pre-
paring the organization to make a positive difference in the future. 

4. Conceptual Link between Physical Activity and Servant  
Leadership 

The deliberate practice of both vigorous physical activity and servant leadership 
requires attitudes, skills, and beliefs that seem to have conceptual overlaps. For 
example, both vigorous physical activity participants and servant leadership 
practitioners share an attitude that strives to work outside one’s comfort zone 
and strive to overcome challenges. Similarly, the set of skills required to regular-
ly participate in vigorous physical activity and to consistently practice servant 
leadership characteristics includes discipline, strategic thinking, planning, and 
clear communication. Finally, conceptually the overlap between vigorous physi-
cal activity participation and servant leadership practice includes the beliefs that 
the promotion of health is the desired outcome. These three conceptual pivot 
points (attitudes, skills, and beliefs) between physical activity and servant lea-
dership provide a foundation upon which to explore these variables. Therefore, 
the next step is to empirically explore the nature and strength of the relationship 
between these variables.  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between vigorous 
physical activity participation and servant leadership characteristics. Using a de-
scriptive, cross-sectional, correlation study, participants completed an online 
survey to assess their self-reported vigorous physical activity participation using 
the International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ) and self-reported ser-
vant leadership characteristics using the Servant Leadership Questionnaire 
(SLQ). This study sought to provide interested professionals with empirical in-
formation they can use to promote physical activity participation and positive 
leadership practices. 

5. Method 
5.1. Participants 

Participants were recruited from a local gym population and from among the 
faculty of a southern Midwestern state university to participate in the online 
survey. Data were collected using the online survey platform Qualtrics (Qualtrics 
Version October 2017). Participant recruitment resulted in 217 individuals who 
started the survey. After cleaning the data, 162 responses were considered com-
plete and were used in the remaining analysis (Figure 1). The average age of the 
162 respondents was 37.00 years (SD = 9.23) with a median of 36.00 years. The 
lowest age was 21 years and the highest was 64 years. Of the 162 participants, 
there were 85 (52.4%) males and 76 (46.9%) females; one participant did not in-
dicate a gender. The majority of participants indicated they had a Bachelor’s de-
gree or higher (n = 120; 74%). Only three (2%) participants indicated that they  
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Figure 1. Participant flow chart diagram. This figure outlines the data 
cleaning steps performed on the responses from the online survey. 

 
never attended college. The majority of participants indicated a household in-
come of more than $100,000 a year (n = 82; 51%). Of the 162 responses, only 12 
identified their ethnicity as something other than White/Caucasian (n = 150; 
93%) (i.e., Asian (n = 2; 1%), Hispanic, Latino or of Spanish origin (n = 3; 2%), 
Pacific Islander (n = 1, <1%), and other (n = 6; 4%)). 

5.2. Data Collection Tools  

A digital survey was constructed and deployed to capture participant data. The 
following screening question was used: “Do you use or practice leadership in 
your work or community life (i.e., teams, groups, organizations, committees, 
etc.)?” Individuals who answered “no” to this question were not allowed to con-
tinue with the survey and were directed to a page thanking them for their par-
ticipation. Individuals who answered “yes” to the question continued to the se-
ries of questions that collected the demographic information about each partici-
pant.  

For the purpose of this study, the variable of vigorous physical activity was de-
fined as activity that leaves participants with elevated breathing rates and sweat 
development after only a few minutes of activity and the inability to speak with-
out pausing for breath, high rates of perceived exertion (RPE), and HR max ele-
vated above 85% of resting baseline (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2016; Norton et al., 2010, 
World Health Organization (WHO), n.d.). The tool selected to measure these 
activities was the IPAQ: Short Self-administered questionnaire (IPAQ Short 
Self-Administered Format, 2002). The IPAQ is designed to provide a common 
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instrument that can be used to obtain internationally comparable data on 
health-related physical activity. The IPAQ has been subjected to numerous tests 
for validity and reliability (Craig et al., 2003; Hallal & Victora, 2004). For this 
study, a 7-day vigorous physical activity minutes score was calculated for each 
participant by multiplying the number of days the participant indicated they 
participated in vigorous physical activity in the last week by the number of mi-
nutes the participant indicated they usually participated in the vigorous activities 
on one of those days in the last week (IPAQ Scoring Protocol, n.d.).  

The five characteristics of servant leadership, which are altruistic calling, emo-
tional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, and organizational stewardship, 
were measured using the self-rated Servant Leadership Questionnaire (Barbuto 
& Wheeler, 2006). The Servant Leadership Questionnaire attempts to provide a 
reliable metric for measuring the characteristics (which included both cognitive 
and behavioral elements) included in the normative theory of servant leadership. 
For this study, the self-report version of the questionnaire was used. Data were 
collected by asking participants to use a 5-point Likert scale (1—not at all to 
5—frequently, if not always) to respond to statements related to each of the five 
individual servant leadership characteristics. Each servant leadership characte-
ristic has four to five items that make up the factor. Therefore, a mean score for 
each servant leadership characteristic was calculated for each participant based 
on the responses to each item within that factor and was used in the analysis.  

5.3. Data Analysis 

Data were scored and processed according to the data handling protocols for 
each of the questionnaires (i.e., the IPAQ and SLQ). Descriptive statistics (in-
cluding mean, median, standard deviation, frequency, and range) were calcu-
lated for all demographic questions and for each variable. A scatter plot was 
created plotting the computed means of each servant leadership characteristic in 
relation to the indicated amount of total weekly vigorous activity. This was per-
formed to visually demonstrate any linear relationship between the variables. 
Finally, bi-variate Pearson correlations were calculated to investigate the statis-
tical relationships between the variables. 

6. Results 

In this descriptive, cross-sectional survey study of leader practitioners it was 
found that the mean scores for the five servant leadership characteristics were 
substantially higher than means scores from previous research using the same 
questionnaire (Cook, 2015; Barbuto & Gifford, 2010; Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; 
Garber et al., 2009). The survey sample mirrored the demographic makeup of 
the local population, but reported on average participating in approximately 
four times more vigorous activity than the population average. In the end, no 
statistically significant relationship was found between the servant leadership 
characteristics and participation in vigorous physical activity. 
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6.1. Vigorous Physical Activity  

Table 1 presents the set of descriptive statistics for the variable vigorous physical 
activity. Of the 162 total responses on the survey, every respondent indicated 
they had participated in at least 2 days of vigorous activity in the past week (me-
dian = 5.00 days; M = 5.19 days; SD = 1.44). Participants reported an average of 
56.46 minutes (SD = 30.86; median = 50.00 minutes) per day of vigorous physi-
cal activity. For this participant sample, the average total vigorous physical activ-
ity per week was 301.80 minutes (SD = 190.71; median = 275.00 minutes). This 
means participants in this study on average participated in approximately 43 
minutes of vigorous physical activity each day of the week. 

6.2. Servant Leadership Characteristics  

Table 2 presents the set of descriptive statistics for the variable servant leader-
ship characteristics. On average, the frequency participants reported they used 
each servant leadership characteristic fell into the fairly often or frequently, if 
not always categories. The servant leadership characteristic participants reported 
using with the highest frequency was Wisdom (M = 4.24; SD = 0.50), followed 
by Organizational Stewardship (M = 4.05; SD = 0.57). The servant leadership 
characteristics participants reported using with the least frequency were Emo-
tional Healing (M = 3.49; SD = 0.79) and Persuasive Mapping (M = 3.77; SD = 
0.63). The maximum range of the scale (i.e., a score of 5—frequently, if not al-
ways) was used by at least one participant for all servant leadership characteris-
tics; however, the minimum range of the scale (i.e., a score of 1, not at all) was 
not used by at least one participant for any of the characteristics, with the lowest 
factor mean for any participant at 1.50 in the Emotional Healing characteristic. 

 
Table 1. Vigorous activity descriptive statistics. 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Median Standard Deviation 

IPAQ Vigorous—days/week 162 2 7 5.19 5.00 1.44 

IPAQ Vigorous—minutes per day 162 10 180 56.46 50.00 30.86 

Vigorous Total—days x minutes per day 162 20.00 900.00 301.80 275.00 190.71 

 
Table 2. Servant leadership questionnaire descriptive statistics. 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 
Standard  
Deviation 

Altruistic Calling 162 2.00 5.00 3.81 0.70 

Emotional Healing 162 1.50 5.00 3.49 0.79 

Wisdom 162 2.60 5.00 4.25 0.50 

Persuasive Mapping 162 2.20 5.00 3.77 0.63 

Organizational Stewardship 162 2.40 5.00 4.05 0.57 
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6.3. Cronbach’s Coefficients 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is a value between 0 and 1 that provides a measure 
of internal consistency and reliability of a scale (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). This 
internal consistency describes the level at which the different items in a subscale 
measure the same idea. Acceptable scores are greater than 0.70 and less than 0.90 
(Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). Each of the servant leadership characteristics for this 
study reached the 0.70 threshold. Barbuto & Wheeler’s (2006) initial study 
showed reliabilities of 0.77 (Altruistic Calling), 0.68 (Emotional Healing), 0.87 
(Wisdom), 0.83 (Persuasive Mapping), and 0.83 (Organizational Stewardship) in 
their attempt to establish internal reliability of the servant leadership subscales. 
In comparing the alpha scores between the current study and the initial Barbuto 
& Wheeler (2006) study, it is interesting to note that the two lowest subscale 
scores in the Barbuto and Wheeler study for Altruistic Calling and Emotional 
Healing were the two highest for the current study. Additional uses of the Ser-
vant Leadership questionnaire self-rater version have yielded reliable overall al-
phas of 0.82 (Barbuto & Gifford, 2010), 0.90 (Cook, 2015), and 0.89 (Garber, 
Mardigan, Click, & Fitzpatrick, 2009), compared to this study’s overall alpha of 
0.87.  

6.4. Scatter Plot Analysis  

To visually explore the relationship between vigorous activity and each of the 
five servant leadership characteristics, scatter plots were created. Visually, all five 
scatter plots displayed the same amorphous, non-structured appearance that is 
depicted in the example scatter plot in Figure 2. 

6.5. Correlation of Vigorous Physical Activity and Servant  
Leadership Characteristics  

To further examine the relationship between self-reported weekly minutes of 
vigorous physical activity and servant leadership, a Pearson Correlation was 
performed. As seen in Table 3, no significant correlation (r) was found be-
tween vigorous physical activity and any of the servant leadership characteristics. 
The correlations between vigorous physical activity and the servant leadership  

 
Table 3. Correlations between servant leadership characteristics and vigorous activity. 

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 

1) Altruistic Calling —     

2) Emotional Healing 0.44* —    

3) Wisdom 0.28* 0.17* —   

4) Persuasive Mapping 0.21* 0.36* 0.31* —  

5) Organizational Stewardship 0.34* 0.42* 0.22* 0.43* — 

6) Vigorous Activity—min./week 0.02 −0.02 0.02 0.05 0.05 

*. Correlation is significant at the p < .05 level (2-tailed). 
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Figure 2. Scatter plot of individual altruistic calling means and vigorous 
activity total. 

 
characteristics were all in the positive direction, except for Emotional Healing (r 
= −0.21). Results of the Pearson Correlation found significant (p < .05), positive 
correlations between all five of the servant leadership characteristics. 

7. Discussion 

The study of physical activity in the realm of leadership is still a budding re-
search arena. Results of this study indicate that there is no statistically significant 
relationship between participation in vigorous physical activity and servant lea-
dership characteristics among a sample of individuals from a southern Midwes-
tern state sample population. From the r values and interpreting the corres-
ponding scatter plots for each relationship, we see that these two variables dem-
onstrate a high amount of statistical independence. Two caveats regarding the 
sample population help contextualize the results: 1) a subset of the population 
that participates in the average, or less, amount of vigorous activity (75 minutes 
or less) and that reports low servant leadership characteristics (2.5 or less) are 
absent from the survey respondents; and 2) there is also a lack of participants in 
the extremely high amount of vigorous activity (800 minutes or more). This 
study design may have effectively captured high performers of both variables, 
thus we were unable to establish a statistical relationship between the two with-
out having a sample of low performers. 

However, we also know that vigorous physical activity has an established ben-
efit in a wide range of personal health outcomes (Karlsen et al., 2017). The con-
scious and purposeful choice of vigorous physical activity has been shown to al-
low people to reap physical benefits and performance benefits for individuals 
who want to be able to tolerate and perform in a broader range of activity levels 
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across wider time ranges (Ekkekakis, Parfitt, & Petruzzello, 2012; Jung, Bourne, 
& Little, 2014). It has also been observed that the conscious choice of servant 
leadership not only accomplishes organizational goals, but also is able to pro-
mote and foster the growth of leader’s subordinates (Ng, Koh, & Goh, 2008). 
Conceptually, vigorous physical activity and servant leadership seem to have in 
common some of the same required cognitive characteristics that would be 
needed to carry out these behaviors, such as inner-drive, discipline, and the abil-
ity to step out of one’s comfort zone (Kaus, 2014; Neubert et al., 2013). However, 
based on the results of this study, it may be the case that, no matter the level of 
vigorous physical activity participation an individual pursues, they may or may 
not use servant leadership characteristics in their leadership practice. And vice 
versa, the frequency of the use of servant leadership characteristics may not be 
related to the amount of vigorous physical activity in which an individual parti-
cipates.  

Individuals who put the concerns of followers first (i.e., who practice servant 
leadership) can be people who participate in very little vigorous physical activity 
and can be people who participate in a lot of vigorous physical activity. Also, in-
dividuals who participate in a lot of vigorous physical activity can be people who 
put the concerns of followers first and can be people who use a different philos-
ophy of leadership (i.e., transformative, leader-member exchange, authentic, 
transactional, etc.). This study found that while participation in vigorous physi-
cal activity and usage of servant leadership characteristics may not be empirically 
linked, more research is still needed to explore some of the underlying motiva-
tions and influences of these variables.  

Future research could begin by exploring participants’ beliefs about the bene-
fits of practicing and participating in each of the variables to determine the 
driving motivations that influence each behavior. For example, in light of these 
empirical findings, it may be beneficial to build off the qualitative work of Hi-
melhoch (2014) to further explore the contextually and situationally grounded 
motivational ties between high-intensity exercise participation and leadership 
practice. While Himelhoch’s (2014) research focused on transformational lea-
dership with a small sample size (N = 5) of established upper-level managers and 
company presidents, these leaders indicated strong personal ties between their 
training and leadership practices. It is not possible, based on the current study, 
to examine the motivations driving activity participation and leadership practice; 
only the level of each of the variables was measured and it does not appear to in-
fluence the level of the other in the abstract sense. Although no definitive solu-
tion to understanding the relationship between vigorous physical activity and 
servant leadership was available based on this one study, one can still establish 
reasonable boundaries around recommendations for the basic application of 
these findings to pratice. 

An issue that has arisen in the United States is the rise of fitness centers as 
profitable businesses with a focus on weight loss as a driver for physique and 
aesthetics instead of health and wellness (“Schools, Families, and Communities,” 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2020.91004


J. Williams 
 

 
DOI: 10.4236/ojl.2020.91004 64 Open Journal of Leadership 
 

n.d.). If the primary focus is on appearance, it sets up a large amount of failure in 
gym attendance and program adherence (Mustain, 2014). These types of goals 
contain weak personal extrinsic motivations and lack strong intrinsic motiva-
tions that would have lasting effects (Edmunds, Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2007). By 
getting fitness professionals, coaches, and trainers to shift their focus in pro-
moting the benefits of physical activity from aesthetics to measurable health and 
wellness improvements, the individual could be holistically developed. The 
growth of functional fitness (i.e., CrossFit, Orange Theory, etc.) provides a 
promising step as larger populations are being exposed to varying intensity levels 
and general health recommendations. These burgeoning programs place a firm 
priority on overall health improvement, encourage their clientele to take owner-
ship of their fitness, and present a social environment for their physical activity 
practice in group settings.  

Growing the size of the population that participates in the recommended 
amount of physical activity is dependent on creating environments where it is 
easy to participate in regular, health-beneficial physical activity. The greatest in-
fluencers in these environments are the respective community and organization-
al leaders. In some ways, it was fortunate that this study did not find a statistical 
relationship between vigorous activity participation and servant leadership cha-
racteristics, because the absence of a relationship suggests that the exclusive use 
of the servant leadership philosophy to promote vigorous physical activity par-
ticipation is not needed. The findings demonstrate that the level of vigorous 
physical activity participation does not seem to matter when it comes to servant 
leadership practice. This is good news as it does not limit practicing leaders, with 
varying leadership philosophies, from the promotion of physical activity.  

All leaders have the potential to facilitate physical activity in personal and 
workplace environments. The utilization of situational leadership through vision 
and foresight could be useful to promote physical activity participation for all 
workplace environments (Hershey & Blanchard, 1969). Collectively, there are 
many ways to promote and motivations for physical activity to be further incor-
porated into the personal and professional lives of today’s leaders and followers. 
The conscious choice of leaders to instill and demonstrate these characteristics 
personally and professionally can serve as the best practice in organizational and 
personnel health and wellness. The apparent independence of the studied va-
riables, as seen from the lack of correlation, demonstrates how the motivating 
factors are not exclusively demonstrated by vigorous activity participants and 
practitioners of servant leadership. 

Organizational leaders have a responsibility to promote healthy environments, 
including physical activity participation and positive leadership practices. The 
demonstrated lack of a statistical relationship between the variables opens the 
door for any practicing leader to encourage physical activity participation and 
revise appropriate polices related to the creation of environments that make 
physical activity participation easier. Community leaders also have a responsibil-
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ity, through positive leadership practices, to remove barriers and create oppor-
tunities for all members of the community to have access to viable physical ac-
tivity outlets. Bike lanes, parks, walking trails, and community recreational ac-
tivities need to be maintained, promoted, and valued as outlets for physical ac-
tivity (Heath et al., 2006; Tuso, 2015). The placement of these health-promoting 
design elements is not only a positive leadership practice, in the theme of servant 
leadership, but also serves to promote physical activity participation for the full 
demographic spectrum regardless of location or socioeconomic standing.  

8. Conclusion 

With the very real and growing problem of the rising rates of metabolic syn-
drome, and its effects on health, wellness, performance, and engagement, an ef-
fective method for its combat are necessary. Physical activity and healthy lifestyle 
choices are the most effective and lasting influence on this set of chronic diseas-
es. Even with the known information, physical activity levels across the country 
are persistently under the recommended levels. One known effective way to 
promote physical activity is to create work cultures which encourage healthy 
lifestyles and physical activity supported through altruistic and participatory 
leadership. Physical activity and the application of practical leadership theories 
provide an option to facilitate such an environment.  

An attempt was made to examine the relationship between two variables in a 
local population, vigorous activity participation measured by the IPAQ and ser-
vant leadership characteristics measured by the SLQ. While a significant rela-
tionship was not found, high levels of each variable were discovered indepen-
dently in the sample population. Using collected demographic information, it 
was possible to detail characteristics of high level practitioners of both variables. 
From this data, it was proposed that health care, fitness industry, and communi-
ty/organizational leadership practitioners should evolve their promotion of 
physical activity and purposefully spread its usage across more diverse age, eth-
nic, and socioeconomic groups. The increased usage of physical activity has the 
potential to ward off the growing prevalence of metabolic syndrome before a 
larger scale epidemic occurs which could further compromise the performance 
and engagement of the United States workforce (King et al., 1988). 

The absence of evidence to support the conclusion that a relationship exists 
between the two variables allows for a large number of methods, styles, and 
theories to be used in the promotion of physical activity. The promotion of en-
vironments that foster physical activity and healthy lifestyles across all demo-
graphics in the fitness industry, healthcare, and organizational and community 
leaders provides the best solution to the growing rates of metabolic syndrome. 
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